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Abstract 
This thesis argues that the preoccupation with the father-adolescent daughter relationship in 
US media, from the early twenty-first century onwards, arose from and has been integral to a 
renegotiation of ideal girlhood and hegemonic masculinity in postfeminist culture. Through an 
examination of media texts produced from the early 2000s to the late 2010s, I establish how a 
confluence of cultural and ideological conditions – including post-9/11 anxieties, the 
‘paternalisation’ of ideal masculinity in postfeminism, the commercialisation of ‘girl power’ 
and a fortified religio-political emphasis on girls’ bodies – precipitated the normalisation of 
two gendered subjectivities: the ‘sovereign postfeminist father’ and the ‘can-do/at-risk princess 
daughter’. Performing a close textual analysis of early-millennial ‘girl teen princess’ films; 
digital news mediations of Barack Obama’s ‘paternalised’ presidential persona; conservative 
evangelical girl-rearing literature; and television portrayals of father-adolescent daughter 
crime-fighting duos, I demonstrate how these subjectivities are constitutive of and constituted 
by imaginings of the father-adolescent daughter relationship in postfeminist culture. 
Furthermore, I assert that a wider cultural emphasis on the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship serves as a way of exploring new attitudes towards girlhood and paternity, albeit 
without disrupting dominant structures of masculine power. Focusing equally on girlhood and 
masculinity, I claim that contemporary media constructions of the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship engage feminist concerns about the paternalistic dynamics which constrain girls, 
whilst also often privileging whiteness and recalibrating hetero-patriarchal power. By 
examining the entanglements of postfeminism and patriarchal systems of authority, I illuminate 
how the father-adolescent daughter relationship operates as a key site upon which popular 
cultural contestations over gender arise, and the reproduction and disruption of gender-power 
relations takes place.
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Introduction – 
Refiguring the Father-Adolescent Daughter Relationship 
in a Postfeminist Cultural Context 
 
This thesis argues that the preoccupation with the father-adolescent daughter relationship in 
United States (US) media, from the early twenty-first century onwards, emerged from and has 
been integral to a renegotiation of ideal girlhood and hegemonic masculinity in postfeminist 
culture. Its central claims stem from my contention that the normalisation of postfeminist 
gender discourses and a notable media obsession with the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship, both of which transpired in the early 2000s, are intricately connected. The 
hypervisibility of a distinctively white and wealthy father-adolescent daughter formation in 
early-millennial US media culture was, I argue, enabled by the solidification of two dominant 
gendered subjectivities: the ‘sovereign postfeminist father’ and the ‘can-do/at-risk princess 
daughter’ (Harris 2004; Projansky 2014; Hamad 2014). These subjectivities have primarily 
been validated within dominate media conceptualisations of the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship in the US. The naturalisation of these specific subjectivities and the development 
of new discourses on the father-adolescent daughter relationship occurred simultaneously in 
the context of postfeminism’s cultural hegemony. The mediated father-adolescent daughter 
relationship is also essential to the continuation of postfeminism’s ideological work. This is 
because it has facilitated the assimilation of feminine and masculine subjectivities embodying 
postfeminist ideologies that depoliticise feminist issues and reproduce patriarchal power 
relations. 
 
These contextual factors are intricately connected; as Diane Negra (2008) has noted, in 
postfeminist media culture, popular texts have compellingly undertaken “political work to 
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stabilize national identity post-9/11,” especially via their construction of masculinity and 
femininity. This “nationalized rhetoric” (Negra 2008, p. 55) strategically lines up with 
traditional heroic models of paternal masculinity and neoliberal feminist discourses on 
femininity that materialised before 9/11, and which are characteristic of what has been 
commonly called postfeminist media culture (something I unpack shortly). Because of its 
hypervisibility and role in preserving patriarchal-familial dynamics, the father-adolescent 
daughter relationship, as it is represented in this period, was more effective than the mother-
son, mother-daughter and father-son bond in reinforcing the structures of masculine-patriarchal 
authority and national sovereignty aligning with post-9/11 values of stability, order and 
tradition. US media discourses on the father-adolescent daughter connection that surfaced in 
post-9/11 postfeminist America were consequently instrumental in naturalising gender 
narratives “which take the position that because national boundaries have been so 
conspicuously breached through terrorism, the ideological boundaries of gender and family 
need to be shored up” (Negra 2008, p. 52; Melnick 2009). Accordingly, popular media 
constructions of the father-adolescent daughter relationship that emerged in this historical and 
cultural context have played an imperative part in the solidification of both the postfeminist 
father who takes on roles traditionally delegated to the mother but remains head of the family 
and the ‘can-do/at-risk’ daughter who relies on her father for protection and the ‘tools’ she 
requires in order to succeed in the twenty-first century.   
 
The postfeminist father and ‘can-do/at-risk’ daughter subjectivities that form copious 
postfeminist representations of the father-adolescent daughter relationship have played a 
crucial role in ratifying the politically contained (popular) feminisms that they each embody. 
In accordance with postfeminism’s ideological imperatives, hegemonic media 
conceptualisations of the father-adolescent daughter relationship that surfaced in the early 
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2000s provoke the fortification, rather than the interrogation, of established hetero-patriarchal 
familial and social relations. The formation of this kinship relationship in popular culture is 
therefore contingent on and informs postfeminism’s capacity to preserve and recalibrate 
hetero-patriarchal forms of power and privilege that reinforce white male forms of authority. 
The propensity of dominant media depictions of the father-adolescent daughter relationship to 
reaffirm paternalistic power structures is enabled primarily because the father-adolescent 
daughter relationship is conceptualised within postfeminist framings that glorify the 
postfeminist father and define the girl/daughter’s agency in relation to her potential for self-
empowerment. This suggests that whilst hegemonic media portrayals of the father-adolescent 
daughter bond do often engage with and produce feminist discourses and subjectivities, they 
more visibly draw from and bolster liberal feminist discourses of masculinity that extol 
involved/protective models of paternity and celebrate neoliberal notions of individual (girl) 
power.  
 
This thesis makes an equally important claim that, consistent with dominant postfeminist 
logics, the mediated father-adolescent daughter relationship is a site upon which new notions 
of gender are established and traditional expectations about gender relations are both disputed 
and destabilised. Popular cultural mediations of the father-adolescent daughter connection 
produced within postfeminist discourse are distinguished by the tension and unease that also 
often characterises the dialectic relationship between feminism and ‘the patriarchy’. Therefore, 
they usually raise questions about the limitations of paternal power and put forth concerns 
about the consequences of traditional ideas about fatherhood, especially for girls. The 
antagonism between the father and the adolescent daughter that occurs in postfeminist media 
conceptualisations of the father-adolescent daughter relationship has played a role in expanding 
popular feminist discourses about ongoing intra-gender familial and societal gender-power 
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struggles and inequalities. Consequently, patriarchally-defined gender discourses are disputed 
via postfeminist imaginings of the father-adolescent daughter relationship, just as they are so 
often strengthened and normalised through them.  
 
Twenty-first century constructions of the father-adolescent daughter relationship are 
inextricable from constructions of girlhood that are inspired by individualistic neoliberal 
postfeminist discourses of personal agency and female empowerment (Projansky 2001). 
Popular cultural configurations of the father-adolescent daughter relationship are also 
intimately tied to discourses of masculinity which are informed by egalitarian models of 
parenting closely associated with postfeminist media culture (Hamad 2014). As their 
correlation to postfeminist discourses implies, the mediated father-adolescent daughter 
relationship complicatedly functions to either/both produce feminist dialogues that contest 
popular feminist negotiations of gender and sexuality and/or fortify patriarchal power 
structures. To demonstrate, the secular popular cultural texts I examine in the following 
chapters concurrently fortify paternal authority and invoke and produce feminist ideas. 
Otherwise, the evangelical and federal policy discourses I interrogate exemplify how the 
father-adolescent daughter relationship has served as an ideological mechanism for 
strengthening the discursive power of fathers. Recent governmental, and especially 
evangelical, discourses on the father-adolescent daughter relationship have alternatively 
worked to constrain feminism and thwart the political project of gender equality.  
 
This thesis emphasises that media portrayals of the father-adolescent daughter relationship 
produced in a period when feminism is an “impure, porous public discourse” (Felski 2000, p. 
201; Taylor 2012a) that exists “everywhere” (Baumgardner & Richards 2000, p. 18) are 
inherently political and inflected by feminist politics. A media preoccupation with the father-
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adolescent daughter relationship incited the reconstitution of historical models of fatherhood 
and adolescent daughterhood, and vice versa. This is especially true as the naturalisation of 
postfeminist gender discourses prompted the updating of ideas about the father-adolescent 
daughter relationship. These revised notions reflect the unprecedented currency of feminism 
and feminist-inspired subjectivities in twenty-first century US media culture and take part in 
enabling small-scale shifts towards feminism’s political aim of “changing normative 
constraints” (Armour & St. Vile 2006, p. 3; Butler 1990). Twenty-first century US media 
conceptualisations of the father-adolescent daughter relationship are hence bound up in 
feminism’s attempt to examine, remark on and create critical spaces for commenting on (and 
sometimes interrogating) patriarchal power structures. Conversely, consistent with 
postfeminism, they routinely engage feminist ideas without serving to weaken or undo these 
systems of oppression. This critical analysis thus ultimately attempts to locate and address the 
reproduction of gender-power relations via postfeminist media discourses on the father-
adolescent daughter relationship.  
 
Interrogating the father-adolescent daughter relationship 
To demonstrate the ubiquitous nature of postfeminist discourses on the father-adolescent 
daughter relationship in the contemporary US mediasphere, this thesis critically analyses a 
broad spectrum of fictional and non-fictional text types which spotlight the bond between 
adolescent girls and their fathers. Together, the chapters in this thesis illustrate how fictitious 
and ‘fact-based’ discourses on the father-adolescent daughter bond are largely coherent, and 
have operated to bolster the other in US media culture. In fact, the extent to which fictional and 
non-fictional textual forms have shaped one another has had significant consequences for how 
this familial tie, and explicitly its role in the formation of feminine subjects, is culturally 
understood. The fact that these discrete text types and sub-genres clearly speak to one another 
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points to their unique and vital part in authenticating – as well as disrupting – the culturally 
embedded logics and power structures that have reinforced gendered, racial and class-based 
social hierarchies in postfeminist media culture.  
 
This thesis is made up of four distinct but profoundly inter-connected and in-depth 
examinations of twenty-first century US media depictions of the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship. It concludes with a forward-looking discussion about digital media texts and their 
potential to produce counter-discourses on the father-adolescent daughter connection. This 
thesis identifies girl teen princess films, online news stories focused on Barack Obama, 
conservative evangelical therapeutic literature, primetime televisual dramas and the digital 
mediasphere as key cultural spaces in which the father-adolescent daughter dyad has become 
hypervisible, and has emerged as a salient point of interest. This is a claim I will further support 
and unpack in the following chapters. The textual mediums mentioned above are, on this 
account, instrumental in the construction of contemporary mainstream ideals of and discourses 
on the father-adolescent daughter dyad. They also encapsulate the variant standpoints 
distinguishing the current cultural moment, which is characterised by a stark co-existence 
between traditionalist and feminist ideologies surrounding gender in the context of family life.  
 
For the most part, this thesis engages in a straightforward discursive analysis, surveying 
mainstream cinematic, televisual and therapeutic texts. Yet it also puts forward a case study 
focused on Obama’s mediated public image to explore how feminist online media producers 
have pushed back against paternalistic discourses on the father-daughter tie that have been 
perpetuated by paragons of postfeminist fatherhood, such as Obama. In this regard, Chapter 
Two attests to the increasingly central place of – and the connectedness between – feminist 
digital activism and celebrity personas in the creation and communication of knowledge. This 
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acknowledgement testifies to the importance, in intersectional feminist analyses of the media, 
of adopting divergent methodological strategies for considering how familiar and often-
oppressive narratives of gender, race and class are reproduced and/or subverted in the age of 
digital media. Consequently, whilst a distinctly textual focus has best served most of the 
chapters making up this thesis, I have made methodological choices that are cognisant of the 
powerful and complex ways that celebrity personas operate to valorise specific messages and 
identities (Turner 2004; Cramer 2015), yet are also constantly transforming – being produced 
by and producing – dominant cultural ideals, particularly in the fast-paced digital media era. 
 
The chapters of this thesis further rationalise the methodological strategies I have adopted, 
particularly as they each identify the most important consistencies between the diverse range 
of textual forms and sub-genres that I examine in this project. Accordingly, they highlight in 
what ways, and in which cultural locations, dominant cultural logics pertaining to the father-
adolescent daughter relationship have materialised and solidified in the last two decades. 
However, the textual mediums I concentrate on are key components of a broader contemporary 
US mediascape that often imagines fatherhood, daughterhood and the father-adolescent 
daughter connection in alignment with postfeminist, neoliberal and/or patriarchal ideologies. 
Certainly, conceptualisations of the father-adolescent daughter bond have played an essential 
function in shoring up the symbolic power of postfeminist masculine personas in early-
millennial action thriller films like Taken (dir. Pierre Morel), and this has been acknowledged 
by feminist film scholars (see Hamad & Godfrey 2012; Hamad 2014). Configurations of the 
father-adolescent daughter bond in conservative evangelical practices such as father-daughter 
purity balls, as examined by feminist scholars of religion (see Fahs 2010; Gish 2016), have 
also played a crucial part in the co-optation of feminist notions of choice and freewill. 
Significantly, feminist critiques of the father-adolescent daughter relationship – as it is 
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configured in contemporary textual mediums that are not the primary focus of this project – 
have been imperative to the development of my central contentions, particularly as they 
illuminate the various media forms through which the father-adolescent daughter bond has 
served as a pivotal ideological and political mechanism in US society. 
 
Nonetheless, I have drawn upon these scholarly accounts in order to substantiate claims 
pertaining to how the specific textual forms which I address are noteworthy in terms of their 
vital part in the transformation and development of twenty-first century cultural understandings 
of the father-adolescent daughter relationship. To specify, the degree to which these different 
text types work in agreement to simultaneously endorse postfeminist discourses on gender, 
race, class and sexuality, and reimagine paternity and daughterhood in accordance with 
contemporary feminist values, ultimately validates their significance as central objects of 
analysis in this thesis. Furthermore, whilst I recognise that a wide scope of popular cultural 
modes work to fortify old and new expectations relating to the role of the father-adolescent 
daughter bond, I have mainly focused on contemporary textual sub-categories and public 
identity formations that have lacked sufficient critical attention in feminist media studies. In 
doing so, this thesis fills existing gaps in the study of father-adolescent daughter intimacies in 
the US popular cultural realm which has been, up until now, a notably under-examined sub-
field of feminist enquiry. 
 
This thesis is confined to an analysis of twenty-first century US popular cultural 
conceptualisations of this familial tie, and this is largely due to the global hegemony of US 
popular culture. Indeed, mainstream US media constructions of the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship are significant objects for analysis, especially for understanding how broader 
contemporary Anglophone – rather than exclusively US – discourses on gender and the family 
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are naturalised. The development of analyses on the father-adolescent daughter relationship, as 
it is imagined in other parts of the world, is of course crucial. However, owing to the profound 
influence of American popular culture, depictions of the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship in contemporary US media culture require particular attention from feminist media 
scholars. On that account, this thesis provides a necessary in-depth history of the father-
adolescent daughter relationship in the twenty-first century US media realm. Importantly, it is 
the first comprehensive analysis of the father-adolescent daughter relationship to survey media 
configurations of this kinship bond across a range of fictional and non-fictional media forms 
situated in twenty-first century America. This project concentrates on how dominant 
configurations of the father-adolescent daughter relationship have materialised on a spectrum 
of traditional and contemporary, secular and religious texts. It also shows how these textual 
forms have shaped ‘truths’ about masculinity, feminine adolescence and the family that reflect 
current social and cultural conditions.  
 
This thesis draws upon a range of feminist media scholarship that examines, though mainly 
skims over, popular media constructions of the father-adolescent daughter relationship (see 
Driscoll 2002; Negra 2008; Hamad 2014; Gish 2016; Kennedy 2018). The arguments herein 
are also largely indebted to the work of authors who have identified a surge of interest 
concerning the father-adolescent daughter relationship following the Second World War. 
Historians and feminist critics such as Rachel Devlin (2005), Mary Celeste Kearney (2005) 
and Ilana Nash (2006) have acknowledged the ubiquity of the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship in mid-twentieth century media culture, and importantly its role in bolstering 
paternal power in response to postwar concerns about the decline of the father’s authority. 
Devlin’s book Relative Intimacy: Fathers, Adolescent Daughters and Postwar American 
Culture (2005) has been integral to the development of the broader claims I make about this 
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relationship’s ideological workings in the contemporary. Her analysis foregrounds the 
significant cultural function of the father-adolescent daughter relationship in the postwar era –  
a moment defined by major social upheaval and uncertainty about the future of the 
economic/family structure. It also clarifies how post-World War Two psychoanalytic 
discourses on feminine adolescence, fatherhood and the family came to influence mid-
twentieth century media depictions of the father-adolescent daughter relationship, which I will 
argue have acutely informed how this familial connection is imagined in the twenty-first 
century. 
 
Devlin (2005) identifies two critical conditions that explain the unrivalled visibility of the 
father-adolescent daughter bond in US media culture immediately after World War Two 
(WWII). Firstly, heightened ambivalence concerning the role of men in the recovery of the 
economy and the conventional nuclear family, specifically within a context where the war had 
inflicted substantial consequences on both. Secondly, the positioning of girls as key consumers 
and problems. In the postwar period, teenage girls were understood as “an ever-changing 
barometer of the times, guiding and being guided by the engine of consumer trends” (Devlin 
2005, p. 90). Yet they were also seen as a threat to the traditional patriarchal order. The 
positioning of girls as problematic subjects at this historical moment emerged from adult 
apprehensions about some girls’ newfound financial autonomy due to the absence of male 
workers in WWII. They were also tied to her new association with juvenile delinquency (which 
was primarily understood as originating in ‘Oedipal disturbance’ at adolescence) and 
increasing adult concerns about out-of-wedlock pregnancy (White 1978; Kearney 2005). The 
kind of monetary control with which the father was equated in the post-WWII era concurrently 
provoked the development of an intersection between father and teenage daughters that 
emphasises the father’s role in ratifying the teenage girl’s coming of age, and is tied to his 
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financial power within the family. This logic emerged from and was buttressed by popular 
cultural constructions of the father-adolescent daughter relationship in films and plays of the 
time where the father had the power to, for instance, purchase (and therefore approve of) his 
adolescent daughter’s debutante gown and, in this respect, condone her transition into 
heterosexual womanhood. 
 
The apparent “recasting of the father-daughter relationship” (Devlin 2005, p. 108) as an 
economic/erotic connection in the postwar period operated to temper adult anxieties relating to 
feminine adolescent sexuality. The reformulation of adolescent daughterhood through a 
renegotiation of the middle-class white girl’s identity as powerful, albeit due to her position as 
a consumer (and thus dependence on the father), served to (re)establish cultural ideas about the 
father’s role in the adolescent daughter’s sexual coming of age and his part in her 
metamorphosis into an ostensibly ‘empowered’ consumer. Acknowledging that the father-
adolescent daughter relationship became a media/cultural preoccupation the mid-twentieth 
century due to a convergence of cultural and ideological circumstances, Devlin’s (2005) 
examination illuminates how mid-twentieth century discourses on the father-adolescent 
daughter relationship have come to inform twenty-first century ideas about teenage 
daughterhood/girlhood and paternal masculinity. Devlin’s (2005) contentions about the 
father’s refiguring in postwar America as a unique and necessary person in the girl’s sexual 
coming of age and the girl’s so-called empowerment via her position as a key consumer have 
prompted me to contemplate how the father-adolescent daughter relationship informs the 
development of dominant discourses on masculinity and femininity in an era that has been 
labelled postfeminist. 
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Defining and debating postfeminism 
A key argument of this thesis is that the extent to which the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship is hypervisible in contemporary US media culture is conditional on the 
normalisation of postfeminist discourses on both feminine adolescence and fatherhood. 
Postfeminism is a highly contentious and often-disputed critical term that has been so widely 
deployed in feminist media studies discussions that “[i]t’s taken-for-granted status belies very 
real disputes and contestations over its meanings” (Gill & Scharff 2013, p. 3). It is popularly 
utilised to signify the way that a “selectively defined feminism” (Tasker & Negra 2007, p. 1) 
has been “taken into account” in popular discourse, in order “to emphasise that it is no longer 
needed” (McRobbie 2007, p. 254). Angela McRobbie’s (2004) formative account of how 
postfeminist media texts are characterised by an entanglement between feminist and anti-
feminist ideas that facilitates a doing and undoing of feminism has been critical to the 
development of postfeminism, explicitly as a theoretical framework for analysing 
contemporary and conventionally white femininities (for exceptions see Springer 2007; Butler 
2013). Like for many other feminist scholars, McRobbie’s emphasis on the tensions created by 
postfeminism’s simultaneous endorsement and rejection of feminism has shaped my approach 
to thinking about what “lies at the core” (Lindop 2015, p. 9) of postfeminist discourse. 
  
Paying attention to the tendency of postfeminist discourse to emphasise the individual subject, 
this critical analysis explores postfeminism in the context of the socio-economic climate of 
neoliberalism, from which it materialised (Lindop 2015). Here I interrogate the glaring 
congruencies between the disciplined and self-made neoliberal citizen “and the active … self-
regulating subject of postfeminism” (Gill 2008, p. 443). As Anthea Taylor (2012, p. 15) has 
insightfully claimed, postfeminism is “in effect neoliberalism gendered feminine and 
articulated to feminist-inspired discourses of autonomy, freedom, and choice” for girls and 
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women. In line with Marnina Gonick et al. (2009; Davies & Bansel 2007), I recognise that 
postfeminism and neoliberalism “are closely connected in that neo-liberalism insists on the 
individual as a rational self-reflexive ‘agent’ constructing a life-long ‘choice’ biography.” I 
concur with cultural critics such as Rosalind Gill (2008) and Taylor (2012), who have argued 
that postfeminism is not just a response to feminist ideology. Postfeminism, as they have 
argued, is formed through neoliberalism, as an economic rationality and form of 
governmentality “that aims at an economization of the social by dismantling welfare state 
securities on the one hand and strengthening the entrepreneurial capacities of individuals on 
the other” (Kauppinen 2013, p. 86; Bröckling 2000; Rose 1996) that has “morphed into a 
broader social rhetoric” (Lindop 2015, p. 14) about how citizens should act. I draw on 
important contributions made by cultural critics such as Taylor (2012, p. 15), who pays 
significant attention to the “ideological symbiosis” of postfeminist and neoliberal rationalities, 
and notes that postfeminism “is articulated to feminist-inspired discourses of autonomy, 
freedom, and choice for women,” thus attesting to the feminising of neoliberal subjectivity.  
 
As the above makes clear, what we currently label postfeminism was coined and refined in the 
1980s by feminist critics including Judith Stacey, who reclaimed its use as “a buzzword of U.S. 
and U.K. journalism” (Tasker & Negra 2007, p. 8) in the same decade. In Stacey’s (1987, p. 8) 
discussion of postfeminism she specifies that it is not sexism or anti-feminism; she notes that 
postfeminism does not indicate “the death of the women’s movement” but rather describes “the 
simultaneous incorporation, revision and depoliticization of many of the central goals of 
second wave feminism.” Adding to this definition, Rayna Rapp (1988, p. 358, original 
emphasis) articulates that the depoliticising of postfeminism “often takes the form of the 
reduction of feminist social goals to individual ‘lifestyle’.” Yet alongside these scholars, 
feminist critics were also beginning to recognise the emergence of such “aspect of 
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depoliticisation” (Lotz 2007, p. 77) in popular culture that are characteristic of what is now 
referred to as postfeminism. Acknowledgement of the role of the development of choice 
discourses (tied to girls’ and women’s consumer power) in the prescription of consumption as 
a means of achieving feminine self-empowerment began to form scholarly discussions about 
postfeminism in the 1980s.  
 
Postfeminism has more recently been examined in terms of its relationship to girls’ 
construction as ideal consumer citizens (see McRobbie 2008). Especially since the late 1990s, 
the cultural hegemony of postfeminist discourses of girl empowerment has been a 
preoccupation for girls studies scholars like Morgan Genevieve Blue (2017, p. 39), who 
associates the currency of postfeminist discourse with the provision of a new “space of 
luminosity for girls” that “appears materially within” contemporary US girl culture (Kearney 
2015, p. 267). As Kearney (2015, p. 267) similarly reiterates, “Early twenty-first-century 
American girls’ media are literally luminous in their bedazzling, spectacular displays of 
girlhood.” In line with feminist media critics including Sarah Projansky (2007) and Sarah 
Banet-Weiser (2015), I thus recognise that girls – as ‘luminous’ exemplars of economic 
growth, consumption and feminine beauty – are fundamental to postfeminist media culture’s 
perpetuation in the early twenty-first century. 
 
Addressing postfeminism as a highly complex media phenomenon, this textual examination 
contributes to ongoing academic discussions of postfeminism as an analytical tool, cultural 
context and hegemonic discourse (or set of discourses), through which dominant media 
configurations of young femininity and paternal masculinity have become centred and 
idealised. Specifically, it examines postfeminist culture’s symptomatic feminine adolescent 
and masculine subjectivities. In accordance with Hannah Hamad (2014, p. 11), I understand 
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these gender formations as cultural articulations of the feminist battle for gender equality as “a 
fait accompli.” I analyse a broad range of textual forms in the vein of critical analysts of 
postfeminism such as Gill (2016, 2017), who has more recently emphasised her use of the term 
as an object of analysis and “critical analytical term” (Gill 2016, p. 613). Postfeminism has, as 
opposed to a framing device and object of critical inquiry, been deployed as an 
‘epistemological break’ within feminism that buries “the notion that feminism can claim the 
category of ‘woman’” (Wearing 2007, p. 306), or alternatively a historical shift following the 
pinnacle of second wave feminism (Gill 2007; Gill & Scharff 2011). That is, it has often 
problematically been conflated with third wave feminism (Gillis & Mumford 2004), which 
Suzanne Leonard (2007, p. 126, my emphasis) has described as “a self-conscious activist 
movement defined by its attempt to reformulate a feminist politics less restrictive in terms of 
class, race, and sexuality than was second-wave feminism.” Furthermore, postfeminism has 
historically been understood in the mass media as a ‘backlash’ against feminism which was 
embraced, in the 1980s, by “a younger generation who supposedly reviled the women’s 
movement” (Faludi 1991, p. 5; Gill & Scharff 2011). As Stacy Gillis and Rebecca Mumford 
(2004, p. 166; Faludi 1991) note, postfeminism is a term that was, especially in the late 
twentieth century, “seized upon by a media” who were “all too eager” to declare the failure – 
or otherwise downfall – of feminism.  
 
Postfeminism is a term that has been “overloaded with different meanings” (Gill 2007, p. 147). 
In the past decade, feminist scholars have identified its problematic critical usage as a way of 
rationalising “the inadequacy of popular culture for representing feminism” (Driscoll & Fuller 
2015, p. 261). As Margaret Henderson and Taylor (2019, p. 22; Driscoll 2018) have put it, 
postfeminism has consistently signalled “an opposition, rather than a temporal or causal 
relationship to feminism” and can underestimate “the radical changes in (some) girls’ and 
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women’s lives in the wake of modern feminism.” The generative power of this analytical tool 
has provoked scholarly dialogues on how changing cultural circumstances “suggest the need 
to approach postfeminism with a degree of caution” (Keller & Ryan 2018, p. 6; Fuller & 
Driscoll 2015). Acknowledging such critiques, I remain wary of how a conventional 
‘disruption-containment’ approach to analysing popular culture can give rise to limiting 
understandings. This is a particularly important recognition for critical analyses of media texts 
that have been produced within the dominance of postfeminist scripts of subjectivity. This is 
because a key feature of postfeminism is, as scholars such as Projansky (2007) have stressed, 
a tendency to construct gender in a way that is both disruptive to and contained by hegemonic 
narratives.  
 
This is clear where the ‘empowered’ white and middle-class feminine subject of postfeminism 
is mediated within paradoxical postfeminist discourses which simultaneously take for granted 
and repudiate feminism. It also bears out Stéphanie Genz’s (2009, p. 24) description of 
postfeminism as “a complex resignification that harbours within itself the threat of backlash as 
well as the potential for innovation,” and in this sense not an anti-feminist backlash, nor a 
political movement associated with third wave feminism (Burns 2013). In line with Projansky 
(2007, p. 68), I thus acknowledge that postfeminist portrayals of girls – and, as I claim in 
agreement with other critics, men also – are routinely defined by their “both/and nature.” I 
assert that postfeminism should not be downplayed as “patriarchy in disguise, seducing young 
women into a ‘false’ belief in feminism’s success (and thus redundancy)” (Horbury 2014, p. 
220; Henderson & Taylor 2019). In doing so, I importantly highlight how feminism “exists as 
a productive tension” (McRobbie 1999, p. 55) which is produced via its simultaneous 
incorporation and repudiation in media texts. Therefore, I agree with Catherine Driscoll and 
Sean Fuller’s (2015, p. 261) contextualisation of postfeminism in an extensive popular feminist 
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history, and accordingly their argument that the ‘posting’ of postfeminism is just the current 
way of naming “feminism’s long struggle to remain visibly relevant to changing conditions” 
(see also Henderson & Taylor 2019).  
 
In approaching the term postfeminism, I have utilised it as an analytical framework for 
interrogating the contradictory and ambiguous ways that feminist concerns occupy popular 
culture (Henderson & Taylor 2019). Postfeminist media texts are characterised by an 
intermeshing of patriarchal and anti-patriarchal notions within media texts. They also offer 
models of femininity and masculinity which suggest that the central goals of feminism have 
already been achieved. In this respect, and in agreement with Gill (2016), I deploy 
postfeminism as a way of analysing the media, and especially in a cultural climate where 
feminist, anti-feminist and postfeminist themes continue to interact and co-exist in the 
mainstream. This concept is still useful “in reading the current moment” (Gill 2016, p. 612) 
marked by feminism’s new visibility in popular culture (Banet-Weiser 2018). Postfeminism, 
as a critical tool for analysing the media, offers invaluable insight into the consequences of an 
unprecedentedly complex entanglement of patriarchal capitalist, neoliberal postfeminist and 
collective/activist feminist discourses in US media culture. 
 
Postfeminism also remains a valuable analytical framework for examining the perpetuation of 
hetero-patriarchal structures and racial- and class-based privileges that are whitewashed, 
deemphasised and/or reproduced in a postfeminist cultural context, and which almost always 
lead to the centring of a heterosexual, white subject (Butler 2013; Projansky 2001). This, as 
Jess Butler (2013, p. 48) has emphasised, “does not necessarily mean that nonwhite, 
nonmiddle-class, and nonheterosexual women are altogether excluded from, or somehow 
unaffected by, postfeminist discourses.” Hence, I do not examine postfeminism (and its cultural 
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impacts) by exclusively focusing on mainstream media portrayals of wealthy, white, 
heterosexual subjects. Admittedly, white subjects are often the focus of my analyses because 
white, affluent girls and men have historically been centred in mainstream popular cultural 
representations of the father-adolescent daughter relationship, and this is directly bound up 
with a co-existing preoccupation with both celebrified ‘can-do/at-risk’ girls (Harris 2004; 
Projansky 2014) and wealthy, powerful fathers. However, I also take an intersectional 
approach, recognising that just because “studies of postfeminism have studiously noted that 
many of its icons are white and cited the absence of women of color” (Springer 2007, p. 249), 
the analysis of its racial dimensions should not stop there. In this vein, I interrogate how 
dominant discourses of gender and race intersect in mainstream media texts, specifically in 
ways that reinforce the marginal status of non-white women. Just as crucially, and especially 
in Chapter Four, I highlight examples of resistance to postfeminist figurations of non-white 
femininity and masculinity. 
 
Whilst immeasurable scholarly attention has been paid to postfeminism’s ‘new femininities’ 
(Gill & Scharff 2011), in tandem with an emphasis on postfeminist girlhoods, in this thesis I 
also stress the need for continuing feminist criticism of postfeminist constructions of 
masculinity which, as Hamad (2014, p. 11) states in her monograph on fatherhood in 
postfeminist culture, “are overlooked in feminist treatments of postfeminism.” In a similar 
vein, Elana Levine (2009, p. 143; Hamad 2014) stresses the importance of rectifying this 
disparity in feminist criticism of postfeminist media texts when she proclaims that “discourses 
of masculinity and addresses to men are crucial to the hegemonic common sense of 
postfeminist culture and thereby crucial objects for feminist analysis.” Whilst Joel Gwynne 
and Nadine Muller (2013, p. 5) recognise a “critical neglect of men and masculinities,” an 
emphasis in feminist media and cultural studies on men’s representation in postfeminist culture 
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has developed more recently. Specifically, critics of postfeminist culture have highlighted the 
requirement of postfeminist fatherhood in the development of popular gender discourses that 
privilege masculine subjects and elide motherhood (Hamad 2013, 2014; Podneiks 2016).  
 
The girl has been a central figure in postfeminist media culture partly because she has allowed 
us to work “through questions about the effects of postfeminism” (Projansky 2007, p. 46). 
However, the omnipotence of postfeminist masculinities calls for continuing scholarly 
intervention into postfeminist media culture’s renegotiation of ideal masculinity. It therefore 
remains crucial that close scholarly attention is paid to the relationship between postfeminism’s 
reconfiguration of manhood and constructions of femininity (and specifically adolescent 
daughterhood). The ideal postfeminist man, as Genz and Benjamin A. Brabon (2009, p. 143) 
have argued, is “a melting pot of masculinities, blending a variety of contested subject 
positions,” which I argue include the traditional-patriarchal and ‘new age’ involved father. I 
concur with Genz and Brabon (2009, p. 143) when they assert that postfeminism’s ideal man, 
and hence the postfeminist father, “is defined by his problematic relationship with the ghost of 
hegemonic masculinity as he tries to reconcile the threat he poses to himself and the social 
systems he tries to uphold.” The constructions of fatherhood I examine epitomise the 
postfeminist masculine subject’s status as a “chameleon figure still negotiating the ongoing 
impact of feminism on his identity” (Genz & Brabon 2009, p. 143). Moreover, they also 
demonstrate his propensity to simultaneously reinforce and challenge traditional forms of 
hetero-masculine power. 
 
On the one hand, ideal femininity in postfeminist culture is established through a resignification 
of “once disparaged images and elements of femininity” (Genz 2009, p. 33) reconstructed “as 
expressions of choice and power” (Genz 2009, p. 33). On the other, ideal masculinity has 
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transformed in postfeminist discourse in accordance with an accentuated media interest in 
fatherhood that precipitated the revival and reconfiguration (in the early 2000s) of formerly 
outmoded familial norms and “archaic conceptualizations of fatherhood” (Hamad 2014, p. 54). 
This, as Hamad (2014, p. 54) has acknowledged, is tied to the supposed desire of post-9/11 
audiences for protective postfeminist fatherhood, as exemplified by the representation of 
“paternally figured superheroism” (Hamad 2014, p. 49) in Hollywood blockbusters such as 
Superman Returns (2006). Ultimately, this underscores the necessity of examining the key 
requisites upon which the ongoing cultural purchase of dominant postfeminist masculinities, 
and correspondingly the preservation and/or reformulation of postfeminist constructions of 
‘can-do/at-risk’ daughterhood, have depended. Thus, scholarly examinations of postfeminist 
masculinities have proved particularly useful for critically exploring the indivisibility between 
‘real life’ anxieties and popular cultural production in a cultural context distinguished by 
apprehensions about the loss of masculine authority, as well as discourses on feminine success 
and power.  
 
The celebrified, white ‘princess daughter’ and ‘can-do/at-risk’ girlhood 
It is important to preface this project by contextualising the kind of girl subjectivities that are 
constitutive of contemporary US popular cultural constructions of the father-adolescent 
daughter relationship. Here I discuss the conditions upon which hegemonic discourses on 
girlhood, and dominant girl formations, emerged in the early twenty-first century. I consider 
the development of contemporary girl culture(s), a society-wide obsession with princesses, the 
escalation of celebrity culture and the commodification of girl power, all of which are bound 
up with the production of the twenty-first century daughter subject in US popular culture. In 
this section, I demonstrate how an ongoing media emphasis on girls, via 1990s girl power and 
then early 2000s post-girl power discourses of empowerment, led to the development of 
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dominant postfeminist girl subjectivities. This kind of claim support Christine Griffin’s (2004, 
p. 33) contention that contemporary, non-political discourses on girl empowerment that 
rearticulate elements of “earlier feminist discourse” are postfeminist. As I contend, girl power, 
and the kind of girl subjects that it has produced, points to one of the ways in which 
postfeminism, as a media sensibility, emerged in US commercial culture.  
 
Girl/princess-related content has been culturally prominent for many centuries but became 
notably visible in tween culture in the late 1990s. The renewed popularity of princess stories, 
especially in Hollywood cinema, occurred within an expansion of the girl market, which 
feminist critics including Sarah Banet-Weiser (2015, p. 60) have argued is “one of the fastest 
growing markets in the 21st century.” Comparably, among prominent feminist media studies 
scholars such as Negra (2009), Nash (2015) and Athena Bellas (2017), Melanie Kennedy 
(2018) has underscored the growth of tween popular culture at the turn of the twenty first 
century and the noticeable increase in the mainstream output of tween princess content that 
accompanied it. These are “narratives that are conscious modern-day renditions of well-known 
fairy tales” (Kennedy 2018, p. 424), and which centre on, and ultimately idealise, the girl 
princess. This cultural preoccupation with princesses, and specifically the kind of expectations 
it places on young girls, has been a subject of concern in public discourse. This uneasiness 
about princess culture is exemplified by The Princess Problem: Guiding Our Girls Through 
the Princess-Obsessed Years (2014) by children’s media culture expert, Rebecca Hains. She 
(2014, p. xiv) states that “princess culture has become a dominant force in little girls’ lives 
across the United States” and many parents have become concerned about its “unhealthy 
emphasis on romance and the way its focus on physical beauty might affect girls’ body image 
and self-esteem.” Such anxieties indicate that whilst the girl princess has been hegemonic in 
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early-twenty first century US media culture, this figure has become highly contentious and 
provokes cultural apprehension about ‘ordinary’ girls. 
 
The proliferation of princess-related content across a range of US cultural forms in the twenty-
first century, including girl teen princess films and conservative evangelical materials, is 
widely held by feminist critics to exemplify how the co-optation of girl power precipitated “a 
gentle, nonpolitical and nonthreatening political alternative to feminism” (Gonick 2008, p. 313; 
Taft 2001). Yet the heightened focus on princesses marking the post-girl power era also played 
a critical role in propping up and renewing “conservative social ideologies” (Negra 2009, p. 
47) which naturally pivot on the importance of heterosexual romance for girls and young 
women. The construction of the girl princess as an exemplar of neoliberal postfeminist 
femininity – the girl who is innately valuable but must work hard to excavate her ‘best’ self – 
is tied to this figure’s embodiment of the modern fairy tale’s complex and ambivalent 
relationship to feminism. The girl princess persona reflects the reformatted fairy tale’s 
incorporation of girl power discourses of assertiveness, tenacity and individual freedom, and 
hence its ability to generate nuanced dialogues about feminism. However, she also speaks to 
the reproduction of the wider princess genre’s adherence to historical ideas and expectations 
about young femininity (Driscoll 1999; Bellas 2017).  
 
Postfeminist popular cultural narratives of the princess are commonly centred on the girl 
persona whose capacity to find her ‘inner princess’ i.e. her capacity to excavate an authentic 
postfeminist identity is conditional on a beautified and visibly self-disciplined body “according 
to white, heteronormative, neoliberal ideals.” Therefore, the girl subjectivities I examine are 
involved in the production of what scholars such as Negra (2009, p. 47; Genz 2009) identify 
as postfeminism’s acceleration of new market demographics, as well as its creation of 
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“demographic categories” (including the tween/teen princess and ‘chick flick’ genres) that give 
prominence to themes like confidence, beatification and self-regulation. In fact, the girl 
subjectivities I explore in this thesis attest to the naturalisation of a commercial girl power 
culture that asserts girls’ and women’s entitlement to “pink things of stereotypical girlhood” 
(Baumgardner and Richards 2000, p. 136; Genz 2009). It generally refers to “a media-friendly 
way of articulating a playful, sexualized subjectivity and agency that resist more passive, 
compliant versions of femininity” (Genz 2009, p. 87) often associated with traditional-
patriarchal gender regimes.  
 
As Amy Shields Dobson (2015, p. 32) has noted, girl power initially emerged in the 1990s as 
a cultural discourse aimed at raising awareness about “sexual and gendered violence and 
subvert cultural norms of feminine fashion and bodily discipline.” Nonetheless, its 
commodification eventually led to the production of postfeminist discourses on girlhood 
embodying the contentious relationship between girl power discourse and feminism. As Genz 
(2009, p. 83) argues, the most commodified forms of girl power – which tend to combine 
“feminist-inspired notions of freedom, liberation and empowerment with (hetero)sexuality, 
embodiment and fashion that have traditionally been associated with femininity” – encapsulate 
the contradictory nature of postfeminist femininities. Such postfeminist identities are 
connected to what I have discussed above as the deepening and normalisation of neoliberal 
postfeminist forms of governmentality via popular cultural constructions of femininity that 
emphasise “the logic of individualized self-formation” (Rossiter 2006, p. 47). The twenty-first 
century princess figure, as Gonick et al. (2009, p. 2, original emphasis; Kearney 2015) have 
noted, exists in a ‘post-girl power’ moment in which the girl is now “expected/demanded” to 
act as a fully self-actualized neoliberal subject. Consequently, the contemporary adolescent 
daughter figure is intimately bound up with the dominance of neoliberal postfeminist ideology. 
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This should be acknowledged in critical discussions concerning the development of cultural 
understandings relating to the fostering of desirable girlhood, which this analysis examines 
specifically in terms of the father’s role in raising teenage girls.  
 
The ascendency of the empowered, choice-making white girl persona – as partly enabled by a 
trend towards “contemporary screen texts [which] hybridise the fairy tale genre with the teen 
screen genre” (Bellas 2017, p. 1) – reflects a commodified version of girl power’s incorporation 
of anti-patriarchal ideas and language. In this sense, the princess figures of early-2000s live-
action films such as What a Girl Wants (2003) bear out the teen girl princess’ propensity to 
embody girl power femininity’s capacity to make feminist notions popular and accessible 
(Zaslow 2009). This is critical to note because popular cultural constructions of the girl 
princess, as an archetypal “potential idealized autonomous neoliberal subject … also always 
already at risk of failing to secure the position” (Gonick 2006, p. 19; Harris 2004), are typified 
by liminal moments of feminine adolescent resistance that represent “a rupture in dominant 
narratives of girlhood” (Bellas 2017, p. 4). However, this model of girlhood is essentially 
contained by her requirement to maintain an element of passivity and focus on self-
actualisation rather than political action. Such girl figures evidently oppose more alternative 
girl heroines like Veronica Mars of the titular television series (2004-2007) or Jennifer Pierce, 
aka Lightning, of Black Lightning (2018-present), both of whom offer and promote powerful 
– and often intersectional – feminist messages to their viewership, and counter the live-action 
princess category’s elision of the girl’s engagement in politics (as examined here in Chapter 
Four). This attests to the agency that outright rejections of rigidly gender-coded princess culture 
can afford girls. It also speaks to what scholars such as Katherine A. Foss (2019) have 
highlighted as the possibilities of an ostensibly post-princess space, in which popular cultural 
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representations of young femininity have and continue to interrogate dominant notions of 
gender, race and class.  
 
The first daughter/aristocratic/heiress status of these girl ‘princesses’ also exemplifies a 
concurrent and converging media obsession with girls and celebrities. Many of the hegemonic 
white girl personas I examine: as girls, princesses and celebrities are embodied junctures of a 
culminating media obsession with both girls and princesses that, particularly in the early-
2000s, “takes place within celebrity culture” (Projansky 2014, p. 6). This is, or was (more 
consistently than now) at the cusp of the twenty-first century, a culture that correlates girl-
stardom, whiteness and purity, thereby offering limited understandings of which kind of girls 
can constitute as ‘spectacular’. As Projansky (2014, p. 28) argues, “whiteness and ambivalent 
anxiety (primarily about the relationships among childhood, sexuality, and/or gender) 
precondition [the girl-star’s] visibility.” In this regard, the idealised girl-star cannot exist as a 
category in the absence of whiteness and anxieties about white girls, and the idealisation of 
sexually corruptible girlhood is produced – and primarily exists via – the white girl-star, as 
well as discourses on ‘regular’ white girls. If, as R. Dannielle Egan (2013, p. 64) has claimed, 
“sexualisation is a racially specific threat to white, middle-class and heterosexual girls,” and 
girl sexuality constitutes as one of the key discourses through which the girl is both made 
visible and placed at risk, it becomes clear that ‘can-do/at-risk’ subjectivity is an almost 
exclusively white category. I am not suggesting that non-white girls cannot be articulated via 
these mutually constitutive discourses of girlhood, or can never be constituted as can-do girls, 
as demonstrated in Chapter Two’s exploration of ideal (post-racial) girlhood in representations 
of Malia and Sasha Obama. Yet I do recognise that the hegemony of this dominant white girl 
subject is attached to the non-wealthy, non-white girl’s inability to fit into the “narrow framing 
of who is endangered – white, heterosexual and middle-class girls” (Egan 2013, p. 7), and her 
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powerlessness to consume herself into being and become whoever she wants to be (Gonick 
2004).  
 
The prominence of the princess girl and the proliferation of “princess-related marketing 
directed to girls” (Negra 2009, p. 48) also reflects an increasing investment in celebrity. It is 
the ubiquity of celebrity culture, as Graeme Turner (2004, p. 15; Projansky 2014) has claimed, 
“that marks our contemporary version.” Projansky’s (2014) book Spectacular Girls: Media 
Fascination and Celebrity Culture (2014, p. 6) clarifies important connections between the 
‘spectacularisation’ of girls and celebrity. Specifically, this academic text focuses on “the 
discursive production and social regulation of the girl as a fabulous and/or scandalous object 
on display” which evinces the beginning of a post-girl power period in which ‘sparkle’ is a 
“primary visual signifier” (Kearney 2015, p. 266) and the “glittery celebrity” (Kearney 2015, 
p. 271) is centralised.  Paying attention to how “because girlhood and celebrity are both about 
individualism and identity,” and celebrity is a defining factor in terms of how individuals are 
made intelligible in the public realm, Projansky (2014, p. 6) claims that this points to how 
“media depictions of all girls (not just ‘actual’ celebrities) are made legible through discourses 
of celebrity, including the spectacularization of identity.” As I claim, the white, 
heteronormative ‘can-do/at-risk’ girl bound up with the ‘spectacularisation’ of girlhood, in 
tandem with the amplification of celebrity culture, has profoundly informed dominant ways of 
figuring girls in US media culture. It has importantly brought girls, as well as the father-
adolescent daughter relationship, into the spotlight in unprecedented ways. 
 
This girl subject is reinforced by and reinforces dominant cultural discourses on fatherhood 
and the father-adolescent daughter relationship, just as postfeminist constructions of paternal 
masculinity validate ‘can-do/at-risk’ models of adolescent daughterhood. In this sense, the 
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‘can-do/at-risk’ girl functions to reformulate the father-adolescent daughter relationship by 
reiterating the father’s capacity to support the individual girl’s transformation into a self-
realising and self-sufficient neoliberal subject. This can only occur because of the father’s 
authority to ‘empower’ his daughter, specifically as a consumer citizen (echoing the mid-
twentieth century ideals discussed above). He also facilitates the daughter’s pursuit to ‘make 
it’ in a context where an even playing field has ostensibly been established, and women 
apparently have the same opportunities as men. The most capable kind of father embodies 
forms of financial, social and cultural capital that will prepare and enable his daughter to steer 
herself towards educational, professional and romantic ‘success’. His central role is 
accordingly also conceived in terms of the mitigation of external and self-imposed ‘risks’ that 
may affect the daughter’s ability to occupy ideal neoliberal personhood. As the still-
hyperprotective nature of ostensibly feminist fathers in postfeminist culture implies, 
postfeminist discourses on father-adolescent daughter relations have played a role in the 
adjustment – as opposed to the reimagining – of popular cultural idealisations of girlhood. 
 
The ‘sovereign postfeminist father’ and postfeminist masculinities 
Before outlining the key arguments of each chapter, I want to finally consider the role of the 
normalisation of postfeminist discourses of fatherhood in the configuration of father-
adolescent daughter pairings as wealthy, white duos where the father tends to yield various 
forms of authority. One of two convincing reasons that explain why a cultural preoccupation 
with the father-adolescent daughter relationship materialised at the cusp of the last century is 
what Hamad (2013, p. 101) articulates as “a broader discursive turn towards fatherhood as ideal 
masculinity” in early-2000s postfeminist culture. In ‘Hollywood Fatherhood: Paternal 
Postfeminism in Contemporary Popular Cinema’ (2013, p. 99), Hamad articulates how the 
establishment of mediated paternalised personas as “an increasingly and often overwhelmingly 
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omnipresent feature of popular film in the early twenty-first century” is part of a growing 
emphasis on fatherhood across a broad range of contemporary media forms. As Hamad (2013, 
p. 99) argues, a small cluster of films released in the summer of 2002, “all of which 
conspicuously pushed issues of fatherhood to the fore” marked a turning point “for what 
subsequently became the pronounced and widespread paternalisation” of Hollywood cinema.  
 
In this respect, Hamad (2013, 2014) agrees with scholars such as Tania Modleski (1991), Fred 
Pfeil (1995) and Yvonne Tasker (2004, p. 253), who – at the end of the twentieth century – 
began to draw attention to a then recent “re-negotiation of the figure of the father … at work 
across diverse Hollywood genres,” and to highlight the role of postfeminism in affording men 
the chance to appropriate maternity. As Modleski (1991, p. 88; Hamad 2014) remarks in her 
1991 analysis of Three Men and a Baby (1987), men are depicted in a way that responds “to 
the feminist demand for their increased participation in childrearing in such a way as to make 
women more marginal than ever.” A few decades later, Hamad (2013, p. 105) draws upon 
scholarly work on fatherhood by Karen Schneider (1999) and Tasker (2004) to argue that 
although “the 1990s … were key years in the formation of emergent discourses of postfeminist 
fatherhood,” the first decade of the new millennium gave rise to “a more confidently articulated 
multiplicity of postfeminist masculinities across the genre and budget spectrum of 
Hollywood’s output” that were moored by the cultural identity formation of postfeminist 
fatherhood.  
 
In her monograph, Hamad (2014, p. 1) insightfully fleshes out the connections between 
postfeminism and fatherhood; she argues that “fatherhood has become the dominant paradigm 
of masculinity across the spectrum of mainstream U.S. cinema, a move that has taken place in 
tandem with the cultural normalization of postfeminist discourse.” In the spirit of Modleski 
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(1991), Tasker (2004) and other feminist film scholars, Hamad (2014, p. 2) importantly 
contends that hegemonic constructions of postfeminist fatherhood tend to configure “a model 
of fatherhood that is (or becomes) emotionally articulate, domestically competent, skilled in 
managing the quotidian practicalities of parenthood and adept at negotiating a balance and/or 
discursive confluence of private sphere fatherhood and public sphere paternalism.” This 
archetype of fatherhood, as she claims, does not come at the price of the father’s more 
conventionally masculine qualities and cannot radically challenge masculine hegemony. 
Crucially, this suggests that mainstream representations of fathers – alongside other figures 
such as the single woman (Taylor 2012a) – embody the contradictions, tensions and 
ambiguities that are “constitutive of postfeminism itself” (Taylor 2012a, p. 13). 
 
In line with Hamad’s (2014, p. 2) theorisation of postfeminist fatherhood as a masculine 
identity formation that “manifests in many guises,” this thesis underscores the role of the 
mediated father-adolescent daughter relationship of postfeminist culture in shoring up 
masculine subjectivity during a period defined by uncertainties about the father role and 
authority within the family. A merging between the ‘hard daddy’ action figures of 1980s and 
1990s Hollywood and the ‘new fatherhood’ of the late 1990s, “coupled with the theme of 
paternal protection of the family and the nation” (Schofield 2016, p. 128) that is characteristic 
of the father figures I examine is closely tied to post-9/11 politics. The portrayal of men in 
postfeminist culture as powerful fathers of young daughters testifies the rise of recidivist 
masculine identity formations after 9/11, including more violent masculinities which were 
previously “maligned as obsolete in postfeminist culture” (Hamad 2014, p. 49). This 
intersection between postfeminist and post-9/11 culture was achieved through the centring of 
powerful sovereign fathers (Melnick 2009). Most importantly, the authority of this highly 
powerful paternalised sovereign persona is allegorically affirmed via his propensity to secure 
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the safety and liberty of his adolescent daughter. As I demonstrate, the teenage daughter in 
postfeminist media culture partly operates to validate and celebrate this paternally figured 
sovereign persona by embodying the endangered American citizen who, in return for 
protection, must enact compliance to the government (Young 2003). 
 
If I were to critically analyse postfeminist action thriller, natural disaster or superhero film 
masculinities, or consider a resurgence in the cinematic gender discourse of protective 
paternalism produced in a post-9/11 context (Hamad 2014), I may have been able to claim that 
the daughter serves as an essential cipher for shoring up masculine power. As Susan Faludi 
(2007, p. 44) has remarked, “If women proved capable of fending for themselves, if they laid 
claim to agency instead of violation and dependency, the rescue drama fell to pieces.” 
However, some of the textual forms I examine (including girl teen princess films) are marketed 
to girls and therefore do not only exist to bolster paternal/masculine authority in the same 
regard as Hollywood action blockbusters such as Taken (2008). As my arguments in the 
previous section affirm, the media texts I analyse throughout this thesis complicate the claims 
of feminist scholars who tend to focus on popular cultural texts that infantilise adolescent 
daughter personas and extol fathers. As I show in the following chapters, in postfeminist culture 
fathers are imagined taking up an equally prominent role in the adolescent daughter’s 
liberation, even if such a definition of liberation is equated with postfeminist notions of 
empowerment based upon the middle-class white girl’s ‘potential’ as an ideal citizen of 
neoliberalism. On this account, I argue that through the early decades of the twenty-first 
century popular cultural mediations of fatherhood have allowed for the incorporation of 
individualistic feminist discourse and, in this spirit, are prone to facilitating the renewal of 
patriarchal forms of authority. 
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Outline of chapters  
In Chapter One, I focus on a sub-cycle of live-action ‘girl teen princess’ films spanning 2003 
to 2004. The surfacing of this cluster of Hollywood films indicates to intensifying interest in 
the father-adolescent daughter relationship, which I situate in the early 2000s and claim is 
intimately tied with the naturalisation of postfeminist gender discourses. I assert that this sub-
cycle’s portrayal of fathers and adolescent daughters fundamentally prefigured the 
naturalisation of a dominant father-adolescent daughter construct constituted of high-powered 
and ‘involved’ sovereign fathers and brimming-with-potential but also conceivably 
‘endangered’ princess-like daughters. I claim that cultural phenomena which are located in the 
late 1990s and early 2000s – namely post-9/11 attitudes of phobia and fear, the 
commercialisation of girl power, an expansion of the ‘princess market’, the ‘paternalisation’ 
of Hollywood films and a media obsession with first daughters – played a significant role in 
the establishment of this hegemonic father-adolescent daughter formation. An interlinking 
between these historically discrete cultural conditions was pivotal to developments in ways this 
familial tie was envisaged across a broad range of contemporary media texts. However, the 
consequences of these intersecting cultural and ideological conditions were most vividly 
encapsulated in modern girl/tween culture, specifically because of this relationship’s impact 
upon the conditions of twenty-first century girlhood, as well as the contemporary status of 
fatherhood. As I demonstrate in this analysis, the father-adolescent daughter relationship 
became hypervisible in the first decades of the twenty-first century, yet predominately through 
the veneer of the wealthy, white sovereign father and the ‘can-do princess daughter’ duo.  
 
In Chapter Two, I identify how the cultural purchase of this media formation, in what has been 
called the ‘age of Obama’ (2009-2017), is directly tied to a political/public relations strategy 
to highlight and strengthen the then-President’s masculinity at a moment marked by what 
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Hamad (2014) identifies as the positioning, in popular culture, of fatherhood as the ‘new’ 
hegemonic masculinity (Hamad 2014). In this chapter, I critically consider the racial 
dimensions of Obama’s effort to figure himself, via the news media, as a paragon of 
postfeminist fatherhood. I also recognise how his daughters Malia and Sasha were 
conceptualised as models of African-American ‘can-do’ girlhood. I claim that despite their 
distance from scandal and their association with “idealized domesticity” (Projansky 2014, p. 
66), Obama’s tendency to invoke Malia and Sasha during his presidency, and often in a way 
that figures them as always already at risk of ‘predatory’ male suitors, as well as potentially 
endangered by loosened restrictions on emergency contraception, is contingent on the 
historically situated formation I have outlined above, and functions to shore up America’s 
masculinity. By extension, Obama’s self-presentation reasserts the postfeminist father’s 
indispensability as a protector, as well as his role in the ‘empowerment’ of girls, and 
specifically their place in economic expansion (Banet-Weiser 2015). Additionally, the 
sovereign leader father and ‘can-do/at-risk’ daughter work to valorise the deployment of 
paternalism in the political sphere and further enable the delimitation of girls’ and women’s 
freedoms over their bodies. As I also identify, Obama’s mediated public persona, which aligns 
with post-9/11 postfeminist discourses on paternal masculinity, strongly resonates with 
portrayals of president fathers in the film texts examined in Chapter One. The silence of 
Obama’s two daughters was necessitated due to his utilisation of them as tools in a public 
relations strategy for bolstering his ‘overprotective dad’ image, or otherwise political 
campaigns aimed at limiting girls’ access to emergency contraception. This illuminates the 
ramifications of protective paternalism in the political sphere for the girl’s rights of the body 
and agency, the latter of which is otherwise quite thoughtfully addressed in the girl teen films 
discussed in Chapter One.  
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In Chapter Three, I argue that secular culture sovereign father and first daughter pairings, as 
constituted via girl-targeted films and digital news media texts, resonate with the idealised 
father-adolescent daughter formations of conservative evangelical girl-rearing literature. I 
claim that these texts’ portrayal of daughters as ‘princesses’ and fathers as ‘kings’ or ‘purity 
warriors’ bears out an underlying emphasis, in all textual forms critically analysed in this 
critical examination, on the father’s ‘unique’ role in ratifying his adolescent daughter’s 
‘becoming’ as a woman and feminist heroine, or as an apparatus of moral regeneration. The 
perseverance of the ‘sovereign postfeminist father’-‘can-do/at-risk princess daughter’ 
formation via conservative evangelical networks is tied to an evangelical pursuit for the 
conservation of traditional patriarchal authority within the nuclear family. I then argue that in 
conservative evangelical girl-rearing literature evangelical fathers are conceptualised as 
traditional patriarchs ‘softened’ by talk of love and emotional/temporal ‘investment’, though 
are understood as ‘images’ of God above all else. Evangelical daughters are otherwise 
imagined as agential, choice-making sexual citizens whose potential to achieve spiritual 
transcendence and accordingly act as agents of national recovery is conditional on their 
capacity to make the ‘right’ choices, as well as the propensity of the father to steer his daughter 
away from the ‘sin’ often associated with, for instance, girl celebrities. The ‘Godly’ father and 
white, ‘spiritually pure’ adolescent daughter construct is bound up with a push by the Christian 
Right for the revivification and idealisation of the traditional-patriarchal family. Yet the 
potential for evangelical family values to remain relevant in US culture depends on the 
construction of these evangelical men as representations of postfeminism’s soft-strong 
patriarch. The maintenance of the Christian Right’s national influence fundamentally hinges 
on the repositioning of sexually ‘pure’ girls “as the greatest hope for restoring America’s lost 
innocence” (Moslener 2015, p. 14-15), and consequently the concretisation of a hierarchical 
father-adolescent daughter relationship as pivotal to the hegemony of ‘Godly’ gender roles.  
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In Chapter Four, I turn to televisual constructions of father-adolescent daughter duos produced 
over the span of the last two decades (and thus within the context of postfeminism’s cultural 
dominance) as crime-fighting alliances. I highlight how contemporary popular cultural 
mediations of the father-adolescent daughter relationship, as modelled in the girl teen princess 
film sub-cycle, have consistently been linked to themes of accession, inheritance, 
empowerment and protection. At the same time, they have also facilitated the downplaying or 
omission altogether of the mother’s role. Initially turning to Castle (2009-2016), and then 
Veronica Mars (2004-2007), I map out some of the production trends which have informed 
how father-adolescent daughter crime-fighting duos are constructed, and the extent to which 
genre both allows and confines the creation of counter-discourses on the father-adolescent 
daughter relationship. Finally, I look to Black Lightning (2018-present). I acknowledge that the 
emergence of activist feminisms in US popular culture has recently facilitated the 
establishment of mediated father-adolescent daughter duos which defy postfeminist popular 
culture’s privileging of whiteness, and contravene postfeminism’s depoliticisation of girlhood 
via commodified ‘girl power’ discourse. I nevertheless maintain that the explicitly unsurpassed 
gender mobility which men are afforded in postfeminist culture (Lewis et al. 2018) continues 
to uphold gendered power imbalances within the family and in this sense sustains the hetero-
patriarchal status quo. As I conclude, as long as fatherhood operates to shore up traditional 
forms of masculinity in popular culture, representations of girls, and by extension depictions 
of motherhood, queer families, single-parent households and other ‘alternative’ family forms, 
will continue to be contained and marginalised.  
 
The conclusion acknowledges that the father-adolescent daughter relationship continues to be 
a site where hetero-patriarchal ideals of familial relations are maintained in twenty-first century 
US media culture, particularly due to the ongoing cultural hegemony of postfeminist 
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fatherhood. This is linked to what Hamad (2014) describes as an outward connection between 
postfeminist discourses on involved fatherhood and the pursuit of gender equality which 
undermines the extent to which such models of masculinity re-establish heteronormative and 
patriarchal social and political structures. I further recognise that the intensifying visibility of 
feminism and reactive forms of misogyny (Banet-Weiser 2018) in the digital realm is tied to 
the newfound prominence of feminist criticisms relating to patriarchal and sexist ideas about 
and ideals of the father-adolescent daughter relationship. I conclude that there is currently a 
surge of popular feminist ideas about the importance of the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship to the maintenance of patriarchal ideologies and practices, and thus also to its 
disruption. This affirms the immense potential of digital-based feminist activisms, and the 
prospects of media diversification enabled by the affordances of new technologies, to 
interrogate and dismantle hegemonic discourses pervading the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship.  
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Chapter 1 – 
Sovereign Postfeminist Fathers and Celebrity Daughters 
in ‘Girl Teen Princess’ Films: 
What a Girl Wants (2003), First Daughter (2004) and 
Chasing Liberty (2004) 
 
Once upon a time, underneath the magic of the night sky, a brazen little girl grew up 
in a white house. It wasn't until she left that house, however, that she truly found home. 
 — First Daughter (2003) 
 
Who more important to turn to than a girl’s father when attempting to explain changes in her 
behavior? Who better to validate her increasingly visible sexual coming-of-age? Who more 
unassailable in sanctioning the transformation of her public image? 
— Rachel Devlin (2005), Relative Intimacy: Fathers, Adolescent Daughters, and Postwar 
American Culture  
 
Introduction 
In this chapter, I critically analyse a short-lived but culturally significant sub-cycle of girl 
princess films that brings into the spotlight white, high-profile father-adolescent daughter 
pairings. This Hollywood cinematic sub-cycle, which comprises of the early 2000s girl-
oriented films What a Girl Wants (2003), First Daughter (2004) and Chasing Liberty (2004), 
reflects a tangible intersection at the cusp of the twenty-first century between an already-
pervasive US preoccupation with white girl-stars and a post-9/11 paradigm shift that 
occasioned the ‘paternalisation’ of Hollywood masculinities (Projanksy 2014; Hamad 2014). 
Feminist film scholars interested in the representation of father-adolescent daughter relations 
in US media culture have, in line with Hamad and Sarah Godfrey (2012; Hamad 2013, 2014), 
recently turned to Hollywood action thrillers like Live Free or Die Hard (2007) and Taken to 
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interrogate a post-9/11 postfeminist identity formation that they have labelled ‘resurgent 
protective paternalism’. In this textual examination, I instead concentrate on a sub-category of 
girl teen princess films that belong to contemporary girl culture because they “explicitly 
constitute girlhood in modes circulated among girls” (Driscoll 2002, p. 267). These films offer 
explorations of the father-adolescent daughter connection primarily for a tween/teen girl 
viewership, predominately in terms of how the father-adolescent daughter relationship 
concerns, imposes limits upon and enhances the lives and futures of adolescent girls. 
 
Notwithstanding their emphasis on girls, here I maintain that the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship is depicted in these girl teen films, as in broader early twenty-first century tween 
culture, as a dilemma, obstacle, source of empowerment and catalyst of transformation for both 
the girl and the father. In the same way as Kennedy (2018, p. 90), I recognise that in early-
2000s tween culture the father-adolescent daughter relationship has foregrounded the father’s 
pivotal role in the girl’s metamorphosis into “the appropriately feminine subject of 
neoliberalism.” I also acknowledge that these films attest to how contemporary US media 
configurations of this kinship tie also emphasise its transformative power for the father, whose 
role in rearing an ideally feminine, confident and ambitious daughter requires that he “reach 
his potential as a caring, nurturing figure, whilst maintaining his position as the family 
patriarch” (Kennedy 2018, p. 90). In this regard, the adolescent girl’s metaphorical 
achievement of princesshood and consequently an ‘authentic’ postfeminist self indicates to her 
capacity to juggle the demands of ‘can-do’ girlhood and engage in vigorous self-work. On the 
other hand, the paternal figure’s excavation of his “true self” (Kennedy 2018, p. 90) is 
represented in terms of his capacity to fulfil the competing demands and responsibilities of 
sovereign postfeminist fatherhood by adroitly managing the needs of the nation, in addition to 
taking on the emotional demands and protective responsibilities of fatherhood. This, as these 
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films affirm, will ensure that his likely-to-succeed adolescent daughter evades “a spectacular 
descent” (Projansky 2014, p. 4) into the at-risk category. 
 
As I claimed in the introduction, growing cultural interest in the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship was not contained to secular media production. Yet an impetus towards 
dramatising this kinship bond in the form of white, wealthy and celebrified pairings firstly 
emerged in Hollywood blockbusters which serve to bolster American (and America’s) 
manhood via the positioning of masculine protagonists as powerful paternal sovereigns. 
Crucially, the girl teen princess films analysed in this chapter have played a crucial role in 
cementing a vision of the father-adolescent daughter duo as a high-profile ‘couple’ into the 
American cultural consciousness. I recognise that a cultural fascination with the father-
adolescent daughter in the twenty-first century is not confined to the girl teen princess film 
sub-cycle. Yet in this chapter I acknowledge how this cinematic sub-cycle engages with then-
emergent postfeminist discourses of female (and specifically girl) empowerment and 
postfeminist fatherhood. As I emphasise here, such discourses contributed to and modelled a 
requirement to address and redress conventional conceptualisations of the father-adolescent 
daughter relationship in the public/popular cultural sphere, and they are therefore important 
objects for analysis. ‘Revised’ princess films which were produced in the early-2000s played 
a role in cementing the modern-day princess as a twenty-first century girl power era emblem, 
whilst also invoking the father as a paternally figured national sovereign, and hence an 
exemplar of patriarchal-postfeminist masculinity (Hamad 2014).  
 
The body of this chapter is divided into five sections. Firstly, I discuss why the high-profile 
father-adolescent daughter duo permeated the wider public consciousness in the late 1990s and 
early 2000s, and then how the notion of authenticity played a part in creating role models for a 
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tween and teen audience: the girl-celebrity who strives to stay true to herself as she at once 
contends with the pressures of fame and struggles of feminine adolescent development 
(Kennedy 2014; Kennedy 2017; Pugh 2018). Subsequently, I claim that configurations of 
fathers and adolescent daughters as high-profile pairings whose public images are intricately 
bound served to validate the father’s need to intensely surveil and discipline his adolescent 
daughter. To follow, I demonstrate how these films bolster paternal power via their 
reaffirmation of the father-adolescent daughter relationship as an inherently sexual attachment. 
I assert that they invoke the father-daughter dance in a bid to signify the father’s essential role 
in ratifying the girl’s sexual desirability (and hence her progression to heterosexual 
womanhood). As I explain, the eroticism between father and adolescent daughter that marks 
this film sub-cycle is deeply problematic because it replaces any kind of direct exploration of 
the girl’s budding sexuality, albeit reiterating her inherently sexual status (Devlin 2004) – “an 
identity grounded in orientation towards sex” (Driscoll 2013, p. xii).  
 
In the final section of this chapter, I offer a more optimistic account of how these film texts – 
as manifestations of a “necessarily ambivalent” (Banet-Weiser 2007, p. 224) postfeminist/post-
racial girl culture – simultaneously disrupt “the traditional demarcations of masculine 
authority” (Bellas 2017, p. 2). As I claim, as opposed to merely reproducing patriarchal social 
and familial structures, they carve out a critical space for girls to “reflect on their position as 
subordinate objects within dominant culture” (Bellas 2017, p. 124). Yet I also argue that they 
reveal the paternalistic ideologies which secure the girl’s subordinated status. I maintain that 
the girl heroines of these films are imagined staunchly rejecting the father’s misuse of power, 
and hence reiterate the continuing need for girls and women to call out, condemn and resist 
oppressive forms of patriarchal control. As I illustrate, the father operates, both in these films 
and broader early-millennial popular culture, as a malleable emblem of the girl’s oppression. 
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Specifically, he does so by standing in for the paternal power structures which restrict her 
ability to act autonomously, and eventually symbolising the renegotiation of paternal 
masculinity in the context of the girl’s liberation (precisely by recognising the harm of his 
paternalistic behaviours). Finally, I claim that although these films embody fairy tales’ gender 
conservatism and are devoid of activist feminist discourses, this does not mean that their 
contribution to the re-articulation of girlhood should be refuted or ignored.  
 
Revised fairy tales, postfeminist authenticity and tween culture 
This chapter offers an in-depth analysis of a cluster of Hollywood girl teen princess films 
released in the early twenty-first century. The originary film of this sub-cycle, What a Girl 
Wants (dir. Dennie Gordon, hereafter WGW), is based on the 1958 American film The 
Reluctant Debutante (dir. Vincente Minnelli), starring Sandra Dee as a young heiress 
experiencing debutante culture in postwar London. In WGW, seventeen-year-old Daphne 
Reynolds (Amanda Bynes) leaves New York after graduating from high school to try to track 
down her estranged aristocratic British father, Lord Henry Dashwood (Colin Firth). Chasing 
Liberty (dir. Andy Cadiff), which is a loose adaptation of It Happened One Night (1934) 
directed by Frank Capra, tells the story of eighteen-year-old first daughter Anna Foster (Mandy 
Moore), who decides to embark on a spontaneous motorbike journey around Europe after 
escaping an official function in Prague with the French ambassador’s much more knowing 
teenage daughter, Gabrielle la Claire (Beatrice Rosen). Whilst running away from the Secret 
Service, she ‘accidentally’ falls into the arms of Ben Calder (Matthew Goode), a young 
Englishman with whom she then travels across Europe. Yet she eventually realises he is a 
special agent who was pressured by her presidential father, President James Foster (Mark 
Harmon) to chaperone her throughout the trip. First Daughter (dir. Forest Whitaker), also 
released in 2004, is difficult to tell apart from Chasing Liberty. The film explores the 
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tumultuous relationship between eighteen-year-old Samantha MacKenzie (Katie Holmes) and 
her POTUS father, John MacKenzie (Michael Keaton). As the most publicly scrutinised and 
vigilantly surveilled ‘freshman’ of the nation, Samantha longs to be a ‘normal’ teenager and 
enjoy university life out of the media’s blazing spotlight. Like Anna, Samantha’s high-profile 
status requires her to remain under her president father’s careful watch (“He has too many 
Secret Service following me around, I can’t handle it anymore!”). After realising that her love 
interest, James Lansome (Marc Blucas), is not a residential advisor (as he said he was), but in 
fact a Secret Service agent ordered by her father to protect her, Samantha travels down a path 
of out-of-character rebellion, leading to President MacKenzie losing numbers in the election 
polls. In the end (and like Anna and President Foster of Chasing Liberty), Samantha and 
President MacKenzie finally make up, becoming much more sensitive to one other’s plights as 
a first daughter and POTUS respectively.  
 
WGW, First Daughter and Chasing Liberty are alike constitutive of an early-2000s princess 
film cycle directed to girls as they comparably draw on a princess story narrative template 
reminiscent of traditional fairy tale and mid-twentieth century romance films. In fact, both 
Chasing Liberty and First Daughter are roughly based on the 1953 film Roman Holiday (dir. 
William Wyle), which stars Audrey Hepburn as a European princess who slips away from her 
handlers to be squired around Rome on a motor scooter. First Daughter instead explicitly 
invokes conventional princess story protocols, such as antiquated typography and fairy tale-
esque music in its opening and closing credits. This sub-cycle is also distinguished by an 
incorporation of both traditional fairy tale element and “unrealistic romantic fantasies targeted 
at young girls” (Ewen 2012, p. 25). Crucially, though, in accordance with girl power 
prescriptions, these cinematic texts also foreground “resistant feminine adolescent voices and 
identities” (Bellas 2017, p. 191). These revised fairy tale films thus attest to the princess film 
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genre’s revival in early-twenty first century culture as bound to the girl teen princess’ perfect 
embodiment of “the paradox of postfeminist, neoliberal Western culture” (Bellas 2017, p. 3). 
Indeed, they exemplify what Bellas (2017, p. 54, 3) has identified as princess cultures which 
offer (sometimes) disobedient girls who “represent a variety of challenging and resistant 
girlhoods, allowing us to contemplate girl identities that go beyond the status quo,” whilst still 
displaying “traditional feminine goodness … and desire – or at least a willingness – to find true 
love” (Nash 2015, p. 13), always with a man.  
 
Although in some early millennial girl teen princess films girl protagonists are actual 
princesses, such as Paige (Julia Stiles and then Kim Heskin) of the The Prince & Me franchise 
(2004-2010), others become princesses through bloodline, for example, Mia of The Princess 
Diaries. Nonetheless, the feminine adolescent protagonists of WGW, First Daughter and 
Chasing Liberty have rather inferred princess status (Kennedy 2018). These films distinctly 
showcase distinctively American “transformative fantasies of European resocialization” 
(Negra 2009, p. 124) by pivoting on the image of the beautiful, glamorous and wealthy 
American girl whose capital and confidence can elevate her into royalty. WGW, First Daughter 
and Chasing Liberty thus exemplify how these films effectively capitalised on an early-2000s 
US media preoccupation with “the celebrity of super-rich young women” (Negra 2009, p. 48) 
by serving as revised fairy tales and drawing feminine adolescent protagonists as modern-day 
princesses. These films therefore typify how a historically located preoccupation with high-
profile girls as “visual objects on display” (Projansky 2014, p. 5, original emphasis), 
precipitated the princess film sub-genre’s emphasis on glamorous makeovers, which Negra 
(2009) discusses as a consequence of postfeminism’s fetishisation of consumerism. This film 
cycle’s emphasis on the girl’s physical, behavioural and/or class transformation thus speaks to 
what Genz and Brabon (2009, p. 127) have specified as the makeover paradigm’s positioning 
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as a “crucial feature of postfeminism whereby the ‘idiom of reinvention’ can be applied to 
every aspect of our world,” and predominately applies to white, middle-class feminine subjects, 
who are continuously reminded to engage in forms of self-evaluation, self-improvement and 
self-realisation (see also Weber 2019). 
 
This postfeminist preoccupation with physical/psychological/emotional transformation is 
epitomised by arguably sadistic early-2000s makeover reality television series such as The 
Swan (2004), whose title refers to the classic folklore tale by Hans Christian Andersen, The 
Ugly Duckling (1843), and Extreme Makeover (2004-2007), which depicts ‘ordinary’ women 
undergoing ‘extreme’ transformations via plastic surgery, exercise regimes, wardrobing and 
hairdressing. Like Mia of The Princess Diaries, whose grandmother subjects her to an 
exhaustive makeover to ensure that she can fulfil her future-role as Queen of ‘Genova’, Daphne 
of WGW must also undertake a “rags-to-riches transformation” (Kennedy 2018, p. 428) in a 
bid to fit into her father’s regal social circle. As Daphne undergoes a laborious makeover in 
order to overcome her ‘commoner’ status – like first daughters Samantha and Anna – she too 
exemplifies a postfeminist proclivity for depicting girls as most amenable to adapting to the 
aristocracy (Negra 2009). The girls of WGW, First Daughter and Chasing Liberty bear out the 
girl teen princess film’s valorisation of wealthy girlhood via its linkage between the attainment 
of upper-class sensibilities and individual forms of power as she shifts from a state of 
“invisibility to hyper-visibility as a beautiful young sovereign in the making” (Negra 2009, p. 
123). As Negra (2009) has explained, postfeminist princesses such as Daphne point to an early-
millennial tendency for foregrounding the girl’s transformation from ‘ugly duckling’ to ‘swan 
princess’, yet also a preoccupation with class makeovers and ‘makeunders’, as exemplified by 
Samantha’s and Anna’s transformation from tacky and tasteless teenagers to princess-like first 
daughters. 
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It is also critical to note that the films making up this cinematic sub-cycle were produced during 
a moment in which there was, as Banet-Weiser (2012) acknowledges, a strong desire for 
‘authenticity’ in broader consumer culture. As Kennedy (2018, p. 427) remarks, girl teen 
princess films – as commodities of contemporary girl culture – are key sites “onto which this 
cultural investment in authenticity has been projected.” In girl teen princess films, the 
attainment of authenticity is crucial if “the girl is to successfully achieve ideal tween girlhood, 
embodied in the princess figure.” Authenticity, as Kennedy (2018, p. 425) has argued, exists 
‘naturally’ within the girl, but self-work is required in order to bring it to the surface. The 
princess protagonists of these films imply that for teenage girls to realise their potential (and 
accordingly become princesses) they must prudently balance the requirements and prime 
concerns of “being appropriately feminine, being a suitable heterosexual partner, being a good 
daughter, and maintaining an authentic self” (Kennedy 2018, p. 425). Yet in girl teen princess 
films, the achievement of princesshood is not merely contingent on girls’ capacity to make the 
‘right’ choices. That is, the idea that an ‘intimate’ father-adolescent daughter bond is crucial in 
terms of the girl’s ability to find her ‘authentic’ self – and hence achieve ‘princess status’ – is 
highlighted via these cinematic texts. Indeed, they all place emphasis on the father’s role in 
ensuring that his daughter attends the most prestigious university and is equipped with the 
social capital she requires to pursue a ‘perfectly balanced’ life. Underpinning these cinematic 
coming-of-age stories is, then, the notion that powerful and wealthy fathers serve as ideal 
facilitators of the girl’s transcendence into princesshood, and accordingly the kind of young 
feminine subjectivity valorised in early-millennial girl power culture.   
 
In the films making up this critical exploration, the social significance of the father-adolescent 
daughter relationship is refocused via the daughter’s construction as an inheritor of her father’s 
dignitary skills and immense social standing. Fairy tales are, at their core, stories of social 
45  
mobility. This is reaffirmed in these film texts, which patently emphasise the role of fathers – 
as opposed to male suitors – in elevating the girl’s position in the eyes of society. The depiction 
of fathers in this sub-category of films as wealthy and powerful public figures emphasises a 
perception of the father role in relation to his capacity to provide the forms of capital required 
for the daughter to become educationally, professionally and socially successful. In WGW, for 
instance, Daphne’s adoption of a much more ‘refined’ wardrobe (in a bid to fit in with her 
father’s aristocratic friends) functions to emphasise her “metaphoric entrance into another 
social class” (Belach 2010, p. 40). Precisely, Daphne’s class makeover (following her re-
connection with Henry) highlights the sovereign postfeminist father’s capacity to realign his 
daughter’s social status with his own, not only via a royal bloodline which he has naturally 
passed on to her. Whilst she eventually sees her made-over self as ‘inauthentic’ (and ultimately 
resists her father’s classist social world), she profits from his economic prosperity. This is 
illustrated when Henry funds Daphne’s tuition at Oxford, which will presumably place her in 
an ideal position to one day obtain a high-level diplomatic role, just like her father. Extending 
on this argument in the close textual analysis which follows, I reiterate that these media texts 
envisage the limitless potential of the sovereign postfeminist father’s daughter, who has both 
inherited her father’s diplomatic skills and internalised the importance of “personal 
transformation and self-scrutiny” (Keller 2016, p. 154; Harris 2004), and is thus capable of 
finding her ‘inner princess’. However, in the following section I more explicitly argue that the 
entanglement of the father and girl’s identity (and reputation) serves to prop up ‘can-do/at-risk’ 
discourses on girlhood and, just as importantly, ratify the postfeminist father’s irreplaceable 
role in the girl’s coming of age.  
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Celebrified girlhood and the centring of postfeminist fatherhood 
The high-profile girl’s vulnerability to public backlash, as well as the potential consequences 
of her downfall for those closest to her, are exemplified via the father personas of WGW, First 
Daughter and Chasing Liberty, whose reputation is fundamentally bound up with their 
daughter’s conduct and thus their capacity as a parent. As I argue here, this film sub-cycle 
reveals how the link between “the professional reputation and economic fortunes of the father” 
and “the daughter’s status in the eyes of the community” (Devlin 2005, p. 102) has persevered 
in the Hollywood canon, consequently justifying the sovereign father’s enforcement of 
strategies for ‘protecting’ his daughter from damaging her public image, and consequently his 
reputation. These films’ ability to deeply entwine the girl and father’s identity, as public 
figures, is bound to an intensifying fascination with the president-first daughter relationship 
(and the scandal that they were often associated with) in the late 1990s and early 2000s. 
Therefore, it is important to contextualise this analysis by noting that these films were produced 
and released in the wake of an explosion of press interest in Chelsea Clinton’s college life, as 
well as her privacy during the ongoing Monica Lewinsky scandal, which then shifted to public 
scandals that the Bush twins, Barbara and Jenna, were involved in throughout their father’s 
public office. The spectacle of Chelsea’s arrival at Stanford University in 1997 is clearly 
replicated in First Daughter and Chasing Liberty. Yet this notion of the young heiress being 
stalked by the press media is also reproduced in WGW via the depiction of Daphne’s experience 
with the British paparazzi as the teenage daughter of a would-be prime minister in WGW. As I 
demonstrate, through their exploration of high-profile girlhood, these cinematic texts embody 
the teen film sub-genre’s concern with the challenges of growing up as a high-profile girl 
during a period in which the media already incessantly looks at and invites us to look at girls 
(Projansky 2014).  
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In First Daughter, the caution taken by its father figure, President MacKenzie, to protect his 
daughter, Samantha, from harm is exemplified as she is dramatically (and humiliatingly) 
escorted from a frat party when one of several young men serenading her pulls out a water gun 
which the Secret Service agents trailing her mistake as a real gun. Later in the film, Samantha 
becomes the subject of scandal after realising that James has lied about being a fellow student 
and then managing to get drunk and incite a bar brawl. This prompts James, who is clearly 
jealous, to attack a man who Samantha is flirting with. The following morning, Samantha’s 
actions become front page news, and her parents – especially her father – is furious that she 
has jeopardised his chances at being re-elected. As First Lady MacKenzie informs Samantha 
following the incident: “There’s been a three-point drop in the polls… since your little table 
dance.” Due to the damage caused by Samantha’s misconduct, she is obliged to join the 
campaign trail: “Like it or not, chosen or not… you are the daughter of the president of the 
United States. Your father and I need you. Now, we need to be the First Family.” The impact 
of Samantha’s public image on her father’s chances at being re-elected demonstrates the extent 
to which her and her father’s reputation are bound together in First Daughter. The 
consequences of Samantha’s misbehaviour – the notion that the future of the nation is 
contingent on Samantha’s ability to demonstrate daughterly self-control – underscores the 
significance of the girl’s capacity to self-regulate according to postfeminist discourses of 
girlhood, though it also reinforces the idea that the actions of girls are always understood as a 
reflection of the father’s capacity for protection and control.  
 
Likewise, in Chasing Liberty, President Foster goes to great lengths to ensure that Anna gets 
her teenage rebellion ‘out of her system’. To demonstrate, he allows her to traverse Europe 
with a man who she thinks might be in love with her, who is really a Secret Service agent 
employed by President Foster to protect her. Ben is a key element of the President’s plan to 
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satisfy Anna’s desire for freedom whilst giving her “the illusion of independence” (and thus 
ensuring her safety). As Ben explains to Anna when she realises that she has been lied to: 
“Your father gave you controlled freedom. So I was his safety net. And yours.” In WGW, 
Henry’s approach to defending Daphne from the press (and accordingly protecting his own 
reputation) are not as calculated as President MacKenzie’s or President Foster’s schemes 
involving the deployment of a Secret Service agent to pretend to fall for their daughter. Yet the 
consequences that Daphne’s ‘improper’ behaviour might have her public image (and her 
father’s reputability) are highlighted when Henry – who, in this moment, acts as his daughter’s 
‘knight in shining armour’ – whisks her away on a scooter after she throws a sleazy upper-class 
boy into the Thames at the Henley Regatta. Ultimately, Henry’s political campaign suffers 
because of Daphne’s actions, which catch significant press attention, and this prompts him to 
ask Daphne to assume a ‘statelier’ manner.   
 
The celebrity status of these girl personas necessitates the spotlighting of fathers who are 
conscious of their responsibility to deter their daughters from danger and negative public 
exposure. As girl teen princess films intuitively celebrate inherited wealth and status, it is 
imperative to recognise that the girl’s status as a ‘spectacular’ girl, and the fact that her status 
as a ‘spectacle’ derives from her father’s high-profile status, naturally positions the father-
adolescent daughter relationship as significant to her identity. Yet it also justifies the father’s 
need to intervene. It is, after all, the father’s eminence that seems to make accounts of these 
girlhood coming-of-age stories worth telling. Due to these girls’ position as the daughters of 
highly distinguished political figures, they are even more exposed to risk than their feminine 
adolescent counterparts. The aggressive vigilantism embodied by these fathers (though 
particularly President MacKenzie and President Foster) is therefore easily rationalised and 
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normalised via these narratives. Correspondingly, these films articulate girls’ need for paternal 
protection, thereby justifying the role of fathers in the daughter’s path to authenticity. 
 
These princess teen films illustrate how the positioning of high-profile girls as both 
embodiments of success and subjects whose risk of personal failure authorises their 
“surveillance and discipline” (Projansky 2014). The ‘trainwreck’ young female celebrity 
provides the best example for how the ‘at-risk’ and ‘can-do’ narratives interact in contemporary 
US media culture. As Projansky (2014, p. 4) explains, “through weakness and/or the inability 
to live with the pressure of celebrity during the process of growing up,” the ‘can-do/at-risk’ 
girl is susceptible to making mistakes and correspondingly “faces a spectacular descent into at-
risk status.” The foregrounding of high-profile girls in this early-2000s girl teen princess film 
sub-cycle clearly verifies this logic, and allows for the depiction of fathers as solutions to the 
problem of girls’ potentially imprudent decisions; that is, putting their bodies on display and 
the various impositions of the press media, who have famously humiliated young female public 
figures, and accordingly embarrassed their high-profile fathers. For instance, in 2001, the press 
media reported that attempts made by the (then-nineteen-year-old) Bush twins, Barbra and 
Jenna, to purchase alcohol on several occasions was humiliating and damaging to the then-
president. In more recent years, the stance of the protective father willing to use infinite 
authority to safeguard and constrain his adolescent daughter(s) has been taken up by Obama, 
who frequently deployed the trope of the paranoid father of teenage girls offered in these girl 
teen princess films during his presidency. Yet as the following chapter demonstrates, Obama’s 
deployment of this idiom of paternity as part of a public relations strategy points to how the 
president’s bid for power and popularity depends on the positioning of his daughters as 
potential victims. 
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The ‘spectacularisation’ of girls (and girl celebrities) in early-2000s US media culture is clearly 
exemplified via WGW, First Daughter and Chasing Liberty, which all similarly justify the 
father’s pertinence by highlighting his role in his daughter’s protection from public exposure 
(Projansky 2014). These films’ feminine adolescent protagonists require their father to manage 
the various risks that come with celebrity, as well as the kind of scandal that might threaten the 
reputation of both father and daughter. The protective role that these masculine personas take 
up (in terms of the protection of their daughter’s image in the public realm) reflects the 
perseverance of cultural conceptions of the girl “as a moment that we need to protect in order 
to protect the future of ‘women’” (Eisenhauer 2004, p. 87). Moreover, the notion that these 
sovereign fathers must steer their daughters away from scandal provoked by sexualised or 
otherwise ‘unconstitutional’ behaviour in order to preserve their reputation highlights that as 
much as fun-loving, confident and sassy girlhood is celebrated in postfeminism, the value of 
the girl also remains clearly grounded in her capacity for self-control, passivity and desirability.  
 
The ability these sovereign figures to present themselves, to the public, as ideal masculine 
protectors is contingent on the public image of their daughters, and this exemplifies how girls 
are substitutes for the figure of the vulnerable citizen, whose protection by the president will 
be ensured in return for complete compliance (Young 2003). However, it also implies that 
men’s capacity for familial protection bolsters their image as sovereign leaders, and vice versa. 
As I have claimed here, the inherited high-profile status of the feminine adolescent protagonists 
of WGW, First Daughter and Chasing Liberty not only stems from, though is also constitutive 
of, their father’s centrality in their narrative. Though, the girl’s celebrity rationalises here the 
kind of hyperprotective tendencies which have been celebrated in postfeminist media culture. 
This is because in a postfeminist landscape violent vigilantism is always justifiable – though 
also worthy of celebration – in the name of protective paternity. 
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The president-first daughter relationships of First Daughter and Chasing Liberty mirror 
America’s propensity for invoking masculinity as a justification for demanding compliance 
and enforcing subordination. In doing so, they correspond to the American government’s 
adherence to a discourse of masculinist protection whereby complicity from its citizens is a 
trade-off for protection against external harm. Because they are figured as embodiments of the 
nation, the presidential personas of First Daughter and Chasing Liberty emulate American 
power and prosperity by showcasing their capacity to protect girls from situations that expose 
them to harm from either the media, predatory men or otherwise their own bad decisions. 
President Foster’s and President MacKenzie’s capacity as fathers is predicated on their ability 
to protect, thus demonstrating the degree to which paternity is intrinsically connected to notions 
of safety and security in girl teen princess films. To demonstrate, when Anna’s ‘guardian’, Ben, 
attempts to protect her in Chasing Liberty she states: “but I already have a father.” In this 
instance, traditional notions of paternal protection are integral to the film’s understanding and 
portrayal of fatherhood. Yet the unparalleled level of power that these father figures have, as 
presidents, is most explicitly emphasised via their protective stance towards their daughters. 
This demonstrates how sovereign male power is reinforced in these films by reframing men as 
paternal protectors and daughters as vulnerable victims. However, it also points to how 
traditionalist forms of patriarchal authority are celebrated via the positioning of fathers as 
supreme rulers.  
 
The depiction of President Foster and President MacKenzie as authoritarians who initially defy 
their daughter’s request for autonomy shores up the masculine sovereign who is able to protect 
the nation’s citizens, even if this means that those whom they are protecting are denied 
independence. When, for instance, President Foster (who is tracking Anna’s trip across Europe 
via Secret Service agents) exclaims in Chasing Liberty: “I’m your father. And the president. 
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I’ll trace whatever I wanna trace,” his unparalleled authority, as a powerful figurehead, 
reinforces and justifies his responsibility to safeguard his ostensibly endangered teenage 
daughter. Denoting his protectorate role, President Foster reveals the extent to which the 
intersection of ‘president’ and ‘father’ avails him incredible justificatory power that he then 
utilises to restrict the liberties called for by his teenage daughter: “Listening in on my dinner 
dates. That is such a total abuse of power,” exclaims Anna. In First Daughter, President 
MacKenzie similarly explains to Samantha his requirement to surveil her on campus: “As a 
father I couldn’t live with myself if something ever happened to you. As a president, this 
country can’t afford to have anything happen to you right now.” This exemplifies how the 
president fathers of First Daughter and Chasing Liberty accentuate their dualistic role as 
hyperprotective father and authoritative leader of the nation to rationalise stifling their 
daughters via around-the-clock security protection.  
 
The president fathers of First Daughter and Chasing Liberty are also framed as eminently 
powerful protectors via continual reference to their influence over government agencies and 
weapons. These imaginings of US presidents evoke the mental image of the territorial 
American father with a gun in hand – the father who is willing to do anything to protect his 
apparently vulnerable daughter from external threats. The father’s willingness to use his power 
to preserve his daughter’s innocence is implied in Chasing Liberty when Ben jokingly remarks: 
“If I kiss you do you think they’ll shoot me?” President Foster’s power also permits him to 
scope out personal details about Anna’s love interests. This further demonstrates an important 
intersection between professional and paternal power in postfeminist media culture. In First 
Daughter, President MacKenzie’s eminence similarly establishes him as highly intimidating 
to his daughter’s potential suitors. As Samantha exclaims, “Most guys have to deal with 
meeting the dad, my dates have to charm the commander-in-chief. Note to fathers world-wide, 
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in order to keep your daughters from getting any action… become the President.” This remark 
illuminates how teenage daughters were deployed to accentuate paternal and (more broadly) 
masculine power in mainstream media culture during the early 2000s. Referring to her status 
as a recipient (object) of paternal protection, Samantha’s remark reveals how ‘imperilled’ 
daughter subjectivity operates to enhance the protective qualities of presidential personas. 
Whilst Henry’s attempts to constrain Daphne are much less oppressive than the schemes 
devised by President Mackenzie and President Foster, the unique role of the father in his 
teenage daughter’s transition to heterosexual womanhood is comparably explored in WGW, 
First Daughter and Chasing Liberty, thus demonstrating an alternative (yet equally powerful) 
means by which the symbolic significance of the individual father is reinforced in the girl teen 
princess film sub-genre. As I claim in the following section, these films demonstrate that adult 
anxieties about girlhood sexuality persist as they evade themes of sexual agency and instead 
focus on moments of sexual appreciation and recognition that take place between the teenage 
girl and her father. 
 
The father-adolescent daughter relationship as an ‘erotic entanglement’  
By depicting the father as a precursor to his daughter’s first significant romantic relationship 
and rendering paternal sexual recognition as a rite of passage marking the girl’s sexual coming 
of age, girl teen princess films primarily examine girlhood sexuality via their exploration of 
the father-adolescent daughter relationship. In this respect, they problematically construct 
feminine adolescence as a period defined by girls’ sexualised attachment to the father. 
Resonating Projansky’s (2014, p. 56) argument that the girl-star is always already a scandal: 
“simply the fact that she is a star – and therefore by definition has a sexualized private life that 
must be pursued – is itself a scandal,” here I maintain that girl teen princess films are fraught 
with anxiety about feminine adolescent sexuality. Disquiet about the high-profile girl’s 
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inability to embody childhood innocence once she has become a star – yet also discomfort 
about the sexual coming of age of girls in a more general sense – most clearly manifests in 
these films. As I argue, this is most evidently demonstrated via their ‘dealing’ with their girl 
protagonist’s sexual maturation via moments of paternal sexual recognition which serve to 
ratify sexual maturation.  
 
Angst about the high-profile girl, as a sexualised scandal, clearly underpins WGW and First 
Daughter (and Chasing Liberty to a lesser extent) as their exploration of feminine adolescent 
sexuality is contingent on Freudian notions pertaining to the girl’s sexual detachment from the 
father following his recognition of her sexual appeal. This will, as Devlin (2005, p. 38) 
explains, allow girls to then “transfer their affections from their fathers to other men.” As I 
illustrate here, these films situate the father as the crux of girlhood sexuality, and therefore 
demonstrate how, in compliance with postfeminist media culture’s idealisation of men’s 
intricate involvement in the lives of their children, they discursively centre fathers and elide 
mothers. This does not, however, entail their relinquishment of authority in the professional 
realm, or otherwise their devotion to public sphere protection. After all, the father need not be 
present in the everyday life of his teenage daughter if his significance to her primarily lies in 
his validation of her sexual coming-of-age, which merely requires his recognition of and 
delight in her sexual maturation.  
 
The conflict of these films is predominately romantic; the girl attempts to shift her trust and 
devotion from father to male suitor, which Jia Tolentino (2018) (specifically referring to the 
1998 Disney made-for-television production, My Date with the President’s Daughter) notes is 
“heightened by the President’s unique ability to command obedience and love.” Indeed, the 
drama of WGW, First Daughter and Chasing Liberty is inevitably Freudian. Precisely, these 
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girl teen princess films rely on Freudian ideas about Oedipal attraction which stipulate the 
father as “an exemplar of the kind of man [the daughter] would one day marry” (Devlin 2005, 
p. 7) – notions which have profoundly impacted popular cultural representations of the father-
adolescent daughter relationship since the post-WWII era. The girl protagonists of these films 
do not consummate their romantic relationships until the narrative’s end and only reunite with 
their love interests after their previously strained paternal relationship is resolved and their 
fathers have validated their sexuality, and in turn authorised their sexual/social independence. 
The father-adolescent daughter relationships of these films are, then, constituted as sexualised 
entanglements (Devlin 2005). 
 
In WGW, the story of Daphne and Lord Henry’s developing relationship is told as though it 
were a blossoming romance; whilst at first their bond is defined by misunderstanding and 
unrequited love, a mutual desire to reunite precipitates a highly romantic interaction whereby 
they declare their love for one another. Since WGW explores the establishment of Daphne and 
Henry’s bond, it explicitly chronicles their maturing relationship via chick-flick narrative 
conventions, for example, a guy and girl meet, then part ways due to a complication or 
argument that arises, and eventually reconcile. Rom-com tropes reminiscent of the 
heterosexual break-up distinctly characterise the fallout between Daphne and Henry, which 
occurs towards the end of the film. For instance, after their estrangement, which follows 
Daphne’s resistance to ‘fitting in’ with London’s high society, Daphne is pictured, now in New 
York, appearing miserable and pushing away a bowl of Coco Pops, which remind her of the 
time that she shared a late-night supper of cereal with her father in his London manor. By 
emphasising Daphne’s emotional suffering, this scene evinces the establishment of the father-
adolescent daughter relationship in WGW as a model for girls’ future romantic (heterosexual) 
relationship. However, the emphasis placed on Daphne’s connection with Henry, as opposed 
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to her romance with Ian (partly because she has waited her entire life to meet her father), 
implies that Daphne’s bond with Henry is in fact much more than a precursor to her romantic 
bond with her potential boyfriend.  
 
The dramatic reunion between Daphne and Lord Henry most obviously demonstrates the 
degree to which WGW replicates the narratives of iconic early-millennial rom-coms such as 
Bridget Jones’ Diary (2001). The final showdown of WGW closely resembles the conclusion 
of the heteronormative love plot in which the man and woman reconcile in a highly emotional 
sequence. For instance, in the closing scenes of WGW, Colin Firth offers a Mark Darcy-esque 
performance as Henry: “What it comes down to… is that I love you, Daphne. I love you, and 
that I’m sorry. I wouldn’t change anything about you. I wouldn’t change a hair on your head.” 
Henry’s nervous and bumbling proclamation of love for Daphne, against a backdrop of ‘Have 
I Told You Lately That I Love You?’ by Van Morrison, starkly resembles the final showdown 
of the first instalment of the Bridget Jones franchise, in which Mark – also played by Firth – 
proclaims his love for Bridget ‘just as she is’. WGW thus replicates the plotline and thematic 
concerns of Bridget Jones’ Diary which, as McRobbie (2004, p. 11) asserts, endorses “the 
celebration of a postfeminist condition.” In WGW, Henry, like Mark of Bridge Jones’ Diary, 
epitomises the romantic hero, and Daphne, like Bridget, longs for romance and a ‘fairy tale 
ending’ (yet in this case this is a loving relationship with her father). In the same way as 
Bridget, Daphne “fantasizes tradition” (McRobbie 2004, p. 12) and freely indulges in her desire 
for paternal (sexual) approval. In the final scenes of WGW, it is Daphne and Henry’s mutual 
proclamation of love (and thus Daphne’s ‘happily ever after’) that is supposed to provide 
catharsis for its audiences. Therefore, Henry’s admission of desire to establish a relationship 
with Daphne in conjunction with his endorsement of her ‘authentic’ self ultimately enables her 
transformation into a princess.  
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Despite their departure from the conventional Hollywood love plot, First Daughter and 
Chasing Liberty similarly depict the father-adolescent daughter relationship as what Devlin 
(2005, p. 122) has articulated as “a drama of mutual seduction.” First Daughter establishes the 
bond between Samantha and President MacKenzie via the construction of a late-night 
encounter in the White House kitchen, in which they share a piece of chocolate cake. In this 
moment, President MacKenzie insinuates that she must kiss him on the cheek: “You know, if 
you’re gonna eat this cake… you have to pay the toll.” Following this moment of flirtation, 
Samantha and President MacKenzie waltz together to romantic (non-diegetic) music 
reminiscent of other contemporary fairy tale revisions such as Ever After (1998) and Ella 
Enchanted (2004). Chasing Liberty similarly depicts the father-adolescent daughter bond as 
characterised by reciprocated sexualised affection, particularly when President Foster remarks 
on Anna’s maturation at the end of the film (and which I consider in more detail later in this 
section). In one of the film’s final scenes, President Foster’s eyes light up as Anna walks into 
the Oval Office after returning from college for Christmas break. He places his hands on her 
waist and exclaims in delight: “Wow. You look… You look… collegiate.” This instance is 
reminiscent of the original Father of the Bride (1950), especially the moment when Stanley 
(Spencer Tracy) sees Kay (Elizabeth Taylor) in her wedding dress for the first time: “She 
looked like the princess in a fairy tale. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she held out her hand 
for me to kiss.”  
 
Moreover, these films feature scenes in which fathers are imagined as gooey-eyed over the 
sight of their daughter’s metamorphosis from ‘duckling’ to ‘swan princess’. Such moments of 
sexual appreciation and recognition, as I assert here, similarly occur in WGW and First 
Daughter at fairy tale-like balls in which their respective girl protagonist is ‘passed on’ to a 
male suitor. The sexual themes that inform the depiction of the father-adolescent duo in all 
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three of these films – though especially WGW and First Daughter – are by no means benign 
nor inconsequential to their feminine adolescent protagonists, whose path towards sexual 
maturity and independence are almost entirely predicated on their father’s authority to approve 
of their decisions and looks. As I argue in the following section, the capacity of these films to 
at once reify paternal power and infantilise girls by skirting themes of girlhood sexuality points 
to how they are limited in terms of their capacity to engage the subject of feminine adolescent 
sexuality and address the father’s seeming sexual authority over his (always assumed 
heterosexual) daughter. 
 
Father-daughter dances and the girl’s sexual coming of age 
That these princess teen films bring into focus high-profile girls and constitute revised fairy 
tales rationalises their inclusion of invented rituals such as the debutante ball, in which girls 
(traditionally of upper-class or aristocratic background) ‘come out’ into society at a formalised 
‘debut’ which validates the father’s authority to ratify his daughter’s sexual maturation. 
Debutante balls are usually marked by a father-daughter dance as a kind of extension of men’s 
transferral of their daughters to their new man, and the young female subjects of this tradition 
are encouraged to dress in ball gowns and wear tiaras; that is, girls are offered the opportunity 
to have a ‘princess moment’, yet they also serve as a kind of ‘bridal’ rehearsal. What a Girl 
Wants and First Daughter both incorporate father-daughter dances as a central way of 
signifying their feminine adolescent protagonist’s sexual coming-of-age. In doing so, they call 
to mind the debutante ball and wedding tradition of the father-daughter dance. Moreover, their 
preoccupation with the father-daughter dance aligns these films with the proliferation of the 
father-daughter purity ball, which had become a popular coming-of-age ritual amongst 
conservative evangelicals in the early-2000s and – much like the focus on the father-daughter 
dance in these films – has served (and continues to serve) as a patriarchal mechanism of control 
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for enforcing the father’s symbolic role as his daughter’s sexual gatekeeper. Here I 
consequently maintain that these films are limited in terms of their ability to offer nuanced 
explorations of girl sexuality and eroticism as they primarily examine the sexual maturation of 
girls via invented rituals, namely the father-daughter dance. 
 
In WGW and First Daughter, rites of passage occur in the context of race- and class-specific 
coming-of-age practices, such as lavish balls which “evoke nostalgia for … debutante balls” 
(Minister 2018, p. 8), and where the girl is literally passed from her father to a male suitor. 
Leading up to these symbolic moments, Daphne and Samantha are pictured descending opulent 
staircases as their fathers looks on in disbelief at their ‘suddenly’ enhanced physical beauty. 
These films accordingly reinforce a popular postwar idea that girls must “mature out of the 
matrix of family sexuality through the sexual experience of the family itself” (Devlin 2005, p. 
25). Daphne’s yearning for the paternal relationship she has never had is established at the start 
of WGW when, whilst waiting tables, she is pictured looking on longingly to a bride and her 
father engaging in a wedding dance – one of the film’s most obvious Cinderella moments. As 
she exclaims: “Every time we do these weddings, I see the father-daughter dances. I can’t help 
but think that I’m never going to get to do that.” Throughout WGW, Daphne must compete 
with her evil stepsister, Clarisse, who attempts to ‘steal’ Henry from her. At a debutante ball 
put on by Henry especially for Daphne, she is robbed of the chance to have her father-daughter 
dance after being trapped by Henry’s gold-digging fiancée, Glynnis Payne (Anna Chancellor). 
When Daphne’s mother (who has unexpectedly travelled to London) finds her locked in a 
room, they return to the ballroom to find Clarisse dancing with Henry. Daphne is heartbroken, 
and this incident is the final straw that prompts her to return to New York. It is not until the 
final moments of WGW that Daphne’s yearning to dance with Henry is eventually realised: “So 
I finally got my father-daughter dance. Of course, it got interrupted when my boyfriend showed 
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up.” In the film’s final sequence, Henry unexpectedly arrives at a wedding that Daphne and 
Libby are working at; he professes his love for Daphne and asks her moments later: “May I 
have the honour of this dance?” However, Henry has also brought along Ian, who sneaks up 
on her a short time later and excitedly asks her if he may take Henry’s place. 
 
Ian’s replacement of Henry in this scene serves to neutralise the erotic tension between Daphne 
and Henry, whilst also reasserting Henry’s position as a precursor to his daughter’s first 
romantic relationship (as opposed to her love object). This is also noted by Monique Ewen 
(2012, p. 51), who has claimed that Ian’s presence in WGW “contains Daphne’s desire for her 
father, providing a contrast that allows the primary romance with her father to seem platonic 
rather than sexual.” Father-adolescent daughter eroticism is also carefully curtailed in this 
scene when Daphne’s mother is pictured locking eyes with Henry, just as he is professing his 
love to Daphne. Notwithstanding this measure to diverge attention from the sexualised 
configuration of the father-adolescent daughter relationship in WGW, the resemblances 
between this sequence and the final moments of the first instalment of Bridget Jones’ Diary is 
disconcerting. As Sarah Hentges (2006) remarks, WGW is disturbing when viewed in the 
context of the relationship between Angela and Lester in American Beauty (1999). Whilst 
Angela is the Lolita figure that Daphne is not, an early-2000s obsession with the adolescent 
girl’s body – and accordingly the level of authority the father should have over it – is 
highlighted throughout WGW, especially in interactions between Daphne and Henry. 
 
In order to signify the resolution of Samantha’s sexual ties with President MacKenzie, First 
Daughter comparably deploys the father-daughter dance as a rite of passage confirming the 
sexual coming-of-age of its feminine adolescent protagonist. The father-daughter dance in First 
Daughter also occurs towards the film’s end at President MacKenzie’s extravagant re-election 
61  
party at the White House. In contrast to the youthful, pink gown Samantha is depicted in at the 
film’s beginning, in this sequence she wears an elegant purple ball gown and tiara. Samantha’s 
imminent transition to womanhood is most obviously signalled to in First Daughter when, at 
the end of President MacKenzie’s victory speech (and as a cue for her to assume the dance 
floor with her father), Samantha’s mother tells her daughter: “It’s your time.” Just as they begin 
to dance, Samantha sentimentally proclaims to President MacKenzie: “Dad, one thing you 
always taught me... was to make sure that I'm always at home, no matter what anyone else 
thinks. It has to include you.” In this instance, Samantha sees James standing on the sidelines, 
ready to take up the place of President MacKenzie on the dancefloor. Importantly, Samantha’s 
gesture of love to her father accentuates that although their dance signals her detachment from 
the father, her longing for paternal intimacy is everlasting.  
 
In Chasing Liberty, President Foster’s validation of Anna’s sexual coming of age transpires in 
one of the film’s final scenes, when she returns to the White House for Christmas. Like Henry 
and President MacKenzie, President Foster engineers the reconciliation between Anna and her 
love interest, Ben. In this regard, President Foster seeks to regain Anna’s trust and to signal 
that he recognises her ‘readiness’ for independence. Yet President Foster’s power to reunite 
Anna with Ben also highlights the unrestricted authority that he holds to satisfy her romantic 
fantasies, even if not directly. President Foster enables Anna’s reunion with Ben as he tracks 
down his location and facilitates her study exchange to Oxford. In agreement with broader 
postfeminist media culture’s uncritical stance on nepotism and glorification of feminine 
inheritors of wealth and privilege (Negra 2009), President Foster’s ability to ensure Anna’s 
‘happily ever after’ (whilst also furthering her social and cultural capital) reinforces his status 
as an emblem of fatherhood. Due to President Foster’s unbounded power, Anna and Ben are 
able to resume their love affair, which was previously impeded by his decision to suspend 
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Ben’s placement as his daughter’s protector. As Henry and President MacKenzie also ‘play 
cupid’, they too substantiate the idea that it is ‘normal’ and ‘natural’ for fathers to be deeply 
involved in the romantic lives of their daughters. Crucially, the capacity of these paternal 
personas to indirectly initiate their daughter’s sexual initiation further validates the father’s 
primary role in facilitating his daughter’s transition to heterosexual womanhood.   
 
Circumventing the white girl’s sexuality 
The tendency of these girl teen princess films to skim over the erotic milestones of their 
feminine adolescent protagonist is intrinsically tied to the idea that the father-adolescent 
daughter relationship is a primary access point to girlhood sexuality. Yet they skirt sexual 
themes in a bid to remain amenable to white, middle-class sensibilities and standards of 
acceptable girlhood. In WGW, Daphne’s emotional response to her first kiss with Ian is largely 
overlooked as the narrative swiftly veers back towards the tale of Daphne’s burgeoning 
emotional entanglement with Henry. In First Daughter, Samantha’s severed romantic bond 
with James serves as a precursor for deeper exploration of the Samantha/President MacKenzie 
relationship. Chasing Liberty’s Anna is contrastingly candid about her desire to have sex for 
the first time. She is, for instance, deeply frustrated due to Ben’s seeming lack of sexual interest 
in her, and even reveals to her father that she is sexually unsatisfied: “I can’t believe you had 
that restaurant swarming with your secret servants. You ruined my date!  And now I’m gonna 
die before I ever get to third base. I mean second base.”  
 
However, these films ultimately reinforce conventional white norms of beauty, and therefore 
the girl teen princess film sub-genre’s tendency to idealise ‘pure’ white girlhood. In similar 
ways, these films shore up heteronormative presumptions about sex as synonymous with love 
and reinforce that casual sex is a subject that should not be openly talked about by girls or to 
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girls. This is exemplified in Chasing Liberty when Anna’s friend Gabrielle asks: “You are 
glowing. Sex?” to which Anna responds, “No. Love.” What’s more, the pivotal role that Henry, 
President MacKenzie and President Foster play in making possible their daughter’s sexual 
union (as demonstrated via their foregrounding of coming-of-age rituals such as the father-
daughter dance) means that important questions about girls’ capacity for instigating sexual 
fulfilment remain relatively unexamined. Whilst a lack of focus on the sexual awakening of 
these feminine adolescent protagonists occurs in part because the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship must remain the focus of these films (they do, after all, primarily situate girls in 
the transitional state of daughterhood), their avoidance of sexuality is bound up with their 
orientation towards the values of its presumably white, middle-class audience.  
 
First Daughter’s depiction of its only African-American girl persona as oversexed and father-
absent perhaps most clearly exemplifies the consequences, for non-white girls, of this film sub-
cycle’s construing of white girls as embodiments of feminine purity. First Daughter harks back 
to a mid-twentieth century impulse to “textually conjoin yet physically separate black fathers 
and daughters” (Devlin 2005, p. 135) (which is typified by the 1957 cover of Ebony pictured 
below), or otherwise omit black father-adolescent daughter relations altogether. For instance, 
First Daughter briefly alludes to the bond between Samantha’s African-American dorm-mate, 
Mia (played by popstar Amerie) and her father. Mia’s paternal relationship is referenced with 
the purpose of preluding Mia’s sexualised self-presentation. The textual (as opposed to 
physical) conjoining between African-American fathers and daughters is exemplified via First 
Daughter when she introduces herself as “Arkansas royalty.” When Samantha naively replies: 
“I didn’t know they had royalty in Arkansas,” Mia respond: “Course we do. My Dad’s a king. 
I mean, he’s had a few queens since my mum, but…” As the notion of the irresponsible and/or 
absent black father is reiterated here, this dialogue illustrates how – by deploying the trope of 
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the father-deprived black girl – in First Daughter, stereotypes of African-American fatherhood 
are reaffirmed.  
 
 
Figure 1.1. 1957, Ebony magazine. 
 
Yet Mia’s remark also works to figure her as the hypersexual and jealous attention-seeker that 
Samantha is not. In this way, her character also functions to prop up historical associations 
between black femininity, promiscuity, bitchiness and abundant fertility which, as Patricia Hill 
Collins (2004) notes, have traditionally underpinned popular cultural imaginings of both 
working-class and middle-class black femininity. When Samantha notes that she has security 
detail to protect her, Mia responds by saying: “Could that involve tackling me? ‘Cause the bald 
one’s a little sexy.” The contrast between Samantha and Mia evokes the antithetical 
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constructions of white and black femininity marking nineteenth-century America. Whilst Mia, 
as a non-monogamous, father-absent black girl, is resonant of the enslaved African-American, 
Samantha represents the virtuousness and affluence of the white Victorian woman. Rather than 
foregrounding Mia’s relationship with her father, the brief exploration of her paternal 
connection instead apotheosises the white father-adolescent daughter relationship. As a result, 
First Daughter illustrates how while white sovereign fathers are entrusted with the role of 
preserving the innocence of their adolescent daughters, the non-white father is instead 
complicit in his daughter’s carnality. In this way, First Daughter exhibits conventional 
Hollywood’s overwhelming whiteness and what Daniel Bernadi (2008, p. xv) has articulated 
as its attempt “to segregate whiteness from colour” in ways that make the former invisible and 
the latter isolated and stereotypical. 
 
As pedagogical sites via which teens familiarise themselves with sex and desire, these films’ 
avoidance of honest engagements with teen sexuality has considerable implications for how 
girls experience sexuality and negotiate their sexual coming of age. Arguing in the early 2000s 
that formal educational arenas must pay more attention to the representation of sexuality in 
teen film, education scholar Catherine Ashcraft (2003, p. 39; McRobbie 1994) remarks that the 
dominant discourses of sexuality and romance reproduced by the teen film sub-genre “pose 
threats to efforts at creating spaces for healthier sexual identities,” and they also delude and 
disempower young women. Indeed, the films I analyse here exemplify how early-2000s girl 
teen film configurations of girlhood present unrealistic imaginings of femininity which 
construe girls as reliant upon heterosexual romance to secure their ‘happily ever after’. Still, as 
more recent coming-of-age comedies such as Blockers (2018) demonstrate, sex-positive, 
inclusive and racial diverse teen films are able to more successfully reassure all girls that there 
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is nothing inappropriate about what Hannah-Rose Yee (2018) articulates as “girls’ messy, 
hungry desires.” 
 
As these films construct the father-adolescent daughter relationship as the ‘final frontier’ of 
feminine adolescent development, they ratify the father’s responsibility for authorising his 
daughter’s independence from the familial matrix. Mia’s remark in First Daughter that “At 
some point every father’s got to learn to let go of his little girl and every little girl’s got to let 
go of her father” typifies how these films tend to hinge on a Freudian logic of feminine 
adolescent development: that the daughter will (sometimes reluctantly, though inevitably) 
move beyond the Oedipal stage, granted that her father allows her to do so. These films’ 
construction of the father and adolescent daughter as necessarily separating entities plays up 
their focus on the adolescent girl subject’s heterosexual resolution, as well as the (sill crucial) 
role of the father in her coming-of-age journey. Yet, and as I claim in the next section, by 
emphasising the father’s requirement to ‘let go’ of his daughter, these revised fairy tales also 
illustrate their investment in girl power ideology. Even if the father is extoled, these texts 
actively seek to construct girls as highly conscious of – and unafraid of challenging – the 
limitations imposed on them by the patriarchy, as symbolised by their fathers.  
 
The girl teen princess film’s (postfeminist) paradox 
These reformatted fairy tales reflect – yet also self-consciously explore and offer resolutions 
to –  the predicament of forming a feminine adult identity at the height of postfeminism’s 
cultural dominance. Since the 1990s, the conventional notion of the ‘good girl’ who spends her 
youth practising “caretaking and nurturing roles” (Ivashkevich 2011, p. 16) and who embraces 
‘girliness’ had become deeply imbricated with new ideas about what constitutes ideal 
femininity. WGW, First Daughter and Chasing Liberty provide illustrations of this new girl 
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who is encouraged to realise herself (intellectually and professionally), yet also still fantasises 
about the conventional fairy tale ‘happily ever after’ resolution. These films are thus testament 
to girl power’s acknowledgement of “female pleasure and (sexualized) agency, intermingling 
feminist-inspired notions of freedom, liberation and empowerment with (hetero)sexuality, 
embodiment and fashion that have traditionally been associated with femininity” (Genz 2009, 
p. 83). As such, revised fairy tale films perfectly encapsulate early-2000s, commercialised girl 
power media culture. To clarify, rather than entirely disrupting or endorsing traditional 
discourses on femininity, masculinity, sex and the family, these film texts engender change 
through “small-scale shifts and adjustments in gendered expectations” (Ewen 2012, p. 56). As 
I have clarified in this chapter, they modify expectations of the father and daughter role in 
relation to one another, yet do not seek to undermine patriarchal family dynamics. A return to 
convention in these texts therefore is not necessarily about validating the fairy tale narrative 
structure and its assumptions about gender, though rather the sub-category’s desire to “expose, 
make visible, the fairy tale narrative’s complicity with ‘exhausted’ narrative and gender 
ideologies” (Bacchilega 1997, p. 50), though within a hetero-patriarchal framework of 
compulsory heterosexuality (Rich 1982) and white superiority. 
 
The feminine adolescent protagonists of these films embody the paradoxes of a contradictory 
postfeminist girl power or, as some scholars have argued (see Gonick et al. 2009), a ‘post-girl 
power’ moment, which concurrently perpetuates dominant ideologies and engenders “the 
possibility of counterdiscourses” (Polaschek 2013, p. 50). Whilst these revised fairy tale films 
depict girl heroines as hyperfeminine princesses and aggrandise the sovereignty of their 
paternal deuteragonists, they also diverge from the traditional fairy tale notion that princesses 
must sacrifice their independence in pursuit of heterosexual coupledom and only enjoy sexual 
intimacy within the confines of marriage. Via the gentle modification of romantic notions such 
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as ‘one true love’, these contemporary fairy tale revisions dispute antiquated fairy tale 
conventions that privilege constraining notions about femininity, and thus served to contain the 
princess figure to the four walls of her father’s, and then husband’s, domain (Ewen 2012).  
 
The kind of critique upon which these revised fairy tales are implicated in is crucial to the 
production of young feminist femininities and the creation of ‘new’ conditions of girlhood. 
First Daughter’s resistance to traditional fairy tale discourses on girlhood is exemplified via 
its narrator’s closing remark: “Once upon a time … a brazen little girl grew up in a white house. 
It wasn’t until she left that house, however, that she truly found home.” Signalling the 
importance of finding yourself beyond the safe enclosure of the family home and contending 
with the responsibilities that lead to self-actualisation, First Daughter contravenes early-
Disney fairy tale films such as Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937), Cinderella (1950) 
and Sleeping Beauty (1959), which all epitomise the traditional fairy tale’s glorification of 
marriage and feminine self-sacrifice. Moreover, in WGW, Daphne’s self-conscious recognition 
of her position in the princess teen film emphasises her capacity to determine her trajectory 
(Ewen 2012). When she confronts her stepsister, proclaiming that she will not be ostracised 
because “this Cinderella has a father now,” it becomes apparent that Daphne’s savviness and 
ability to preside over her future is conceived as a cause for celebration. As Ewen (2012, p. 32) 
argues, “The knowingness and control exhibited by Daphne in relation to her own discursive 
positioning” is vital to conceiving how girl teen princess films can provide “an alternative 
conception of girls’ agency.” In Chasing Liberty, Anna invokes the trope of the father-daughter 
dance in order to assert her sexual coming of age. When President Foster remarks at the start 
of the film: “Sweetie, I’m just trying to protect you,” Anna responds by stating that she is no 
longer “that little twelve-year-old who would only dance with you at the inaugural ball.” This 
reinforces the notion that the father-adolescent daughter relationship serves as the precursor to 
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a girl’s romantic relationships. On the other hand, it also functions as a girl power call for 
independence, therefore demonstrating Anna’s resistance to paternal subjugation and 
recognition of her sexual maturation. In fact, First Daughter’s Samantha similarly demands 
autonomy when she tersely exclaims to President MacKenzie: “You don’t have to tell me how 
important it is to be with the people you love. I am here. If you want me to be a grown-up, then 
you have to allow it.”  
 
Crucially, whilst First Daughter and Chasing Liberty – as films which each foreground their 
girl heroine’s pursuit of independence and her father’s mission to restrain it – could have 
ultimately presumed the irreconcilability of feminist girlhood and patriarchy power, this is not 
the case. In fact, the presidential personas of First Daughter and Chasing Liberty ultimately 
acknowledge that they abuse their power as parents and national sovereigns, yet also reveal 
that they are willing to relax their hyperprotective stance. As President MacKenzie states in 
response to Samantha’s demand for independence: “… she puts her old man in his place … 
And, uh … I dunno, good for her!” In a similar vein, Henry of What a Girl Wants also 
recognises the emotional harm that he is causing Daphne by asking her to be ‘inauthentic’ when 
he knows that she is willing to do almost anything to form a close bond with him. It is this 
recognition of male misuse of power – and its harmful impact on the identity development of 
girls – that renders these girl teen princess films marginally politically productive artefacts of 
postfeminist girl power culture.  
 
Essentially, girl power logics of independence and free will are effectively fortified via WGW, 
First Daughter and Chasing Liberty, which all figure the father as an embodiment of white 
patriarchal power and the girl as the daughter’s simultaneous attachment and resistance to 
paternal authority. Given her paradoxical position in relation to the father, the girl subject of 
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postfeminism is therefore defined by her ambiguity: as a reflection of and antithesis to the 
patriarchy. As I have demonstrated in this chapter, the girl teen princess protagonist is 
distinguished by her direct challenging of the father’s rule. In other words, these girl personas 
embody the (perhaps) irreformable patriarchal subject position of adolescent daughter at the 
same time as they represent the renegotiation of ideal young feminine subjectivity. As argued 
above, as the commodified girl power subject is sensitive to her existence in a patriarchal 
society and seeks to actively subvert the system by recognising her expected position within 
the narrative, or otherwise repudiate infantilising actions by men, these films reveal that the 
girl’s relationship to patriarchal power is complicated.  
 
Thus, without discounting the limitations of the girl power discourse marking postfeminist 
media culture, it is crucial to reaffirm that girl teen princess films are by no means devoid of 
feminist subject matter (Gonick 2006). Like Driscoll (1999, p. 186; Gonick 2006) argues for 
the theory of girl power that does not position its various forms as “either it is or isn’t 
feminism,” here I have elucidated how prevailing conceptions about “what girls want” (Gonick 
2006, p. 10) are uniquely affected by mainstream girl power discourses. As Bellas (2017, p. v) 
explains, the girl teen princess film cleaves to “familiar tropes as the heterosexual happily ever 
after as the pinnacle of success in the girl’s coming of age story” whilst simultaneously 
increasing the agency of its heroine “in interesting and complex ways.” Perhaps as with all 
postfeminist texts, the appeal of the girl teen princess film thus lies in “its dual capacity to be 
mobilised for profoundly conservative purposes, as well as its rebellious zones of wonder and 
pure potential” (Bellas 2017, p. v). Modern-day princesses are, on that account, “girl-powerful” 
(Bellas 2017, p. 229), though within the margins of acceptability, in line with postfeminist 
discourses of desirable femininity. 
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Conclusion 
Early-2000s girl teen princess films reconcile a cultural yearning for depictions of intimate 
father-adolescent daughter connections with postfeminist visions of successful girlhood. These 
texts illustrate revised ideas about what kinds of capital the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship should ideally offer the daughter subject – or otherwise ‘equip’ her with – in order 
to ensure that she adheres to “the traditional feminine mode of relationality” whilst also 
showing “individualized agency previously associated with masculinity” (Budgeon 2011, p. 
285; Gonick 2004). These films valorise the savvy, astute and fearless ‘can-do’ girl of 
postfeminism by hinting at the father’s necessity to ‘liberate’ his likely-to-succeed daughter, 
and accordingly allow her to develop a feminine identity outside the range of his jurisdiction. 
However, their capacity to effectively reconceive the father-adolescent daughter relationship 
in line with the cultivation of politicised feminist discourses on girlhood is limited due to their 
formatting as heteronormative fairy tale narratives focused on girls, and which glorify wealth, 
fame and whiteness. As media texts which inadequately challenge the gender roles valorised 
by traditional fairy tales and laud rich, famous and white father-adolescent daughter duos, they 
ultimately offer unrealistic, idealised versions of femininity and masculinity – yet also the 
father-adolescent daughter relationship – along sexual, racial, economic and class lines. 
 
Whilst revised fairy tales foreground feminist aspirations of girl agency – and thus refigure the 
girl as a powerful social subject (Banet-Weiser 2004) – their portrayal of almost exclusively 
white and economically privileged worlds, in which successful girlhood is associated with 
white girls alone, perpetuates hierarchies of girlhood that come at the cost of girls whose lives 
and looks fail to line up with their wealthy, white and heterosexual girl counterparts. An 
obvious lack of diversity and inclusivity means that – like the broader early-2000s girl teen 
film cycle – these cinematic texts serve to privilege certain kinds of girls as worthy role models 
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to their tween and teen viewers. They accordingly reveal how the wealthy, white, high-profile 
father-adolescent daughter duo continued to serve as an aspirational model of father-adolescent 
daughter relations in US media culture at the turn of the twenty-first century. Therefore, girl 
teen princess films modify patriarchal norms of daughterhood and paternal responsibility to 
reflect discourses of gender substantiated via postfeminist media discourse. However, they do 
not diverge from paternalistic notions of fatherhood which celebrate the paternal figure who 
expresses and enacts concern for the well-being, safety and reputation of girls and young 
women “within a structure of superiority and subordination” (Young 2003, p. 19) which 
reinscribes traditional gender-power between men and adolescent girls. 
 
Although these girl teen princess films focus on the adolescent girl’s bid for autonomy, they 
arguably demonstrate the capacity to be part of the ideological reconfiguration of the power 
dynamics which have historically informed popular cultural conceptualisations of the father-
adolescent daughter relationship. This is especially as they exclusively depict highly privileged 
girls and centre paternity, whilst undermining the mother’s role. As a result, their celebration 
of female emancipation effectively draws attention to the privileged individual’s claim to 
power, whilst negating the importance of social justice focused on gender, racial and class-
based prejudices. Hence, whilst the father’s power has been somewhat modified, his rule 
prevails in what I have argued is his newly emphasised position as an accomplice in the ‘can-
do’ girl’s pursuit of success in all arenas. These films ultimately take for granted the advantages 
that powerful, well-connected white men have to facilitate the success of their already 
advantaged adolescent daughters in a culture of “fully destigmatized nepotism” (Negra 2009, 
p. 48) which distinctively imbues early 2000s postfeminist girl teen films.  
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Following the release of WGW, First Daughter and Chasing Liberty, the high-profile father-
adolescent daughter formation discernibly toned down as a girl teen film preoccupation. This 
arguably happened due to the moderate success of these films at the box office, rather than due 
to tempered cultural interest in the father-adolescent daughter relationship or waning public 
concern with feminine adolescence or fatherhood. Indeed, curiosity about the relationship 
between US presidents and their tween/teen daughters persisted in the years which preceded 
this cinematic sub-cycle. In the following chapter I claim that US popular cultural figurations 
of high-powered men and their feminine adolescent daughters re-emerged in 2009, most 
notably in the wake of Obama’s monumental rise to power (and fame) as the first black US 
president. A media fascination with the president-first daughter relationship became prominent 
in digital news media articles which both approved of and condemned the 44th President’s 
tendency to cite his two young daughters, which I argue is bound up with a public relations 
strategy to shape his public image in accordance with the ideological imperatives of 
postfeminist fatherhood.  
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Chapter 2 – 
“As the Father of Two Daughters”:  
Barack Obama, Paternalised Male Celebrity and Post-
Racial Black Daughterhood in the Digital News Media 
 
It’s hard to bring down the patriarchy by revelling in your status as a patriarch.  
– Kat Stoeffel (2014), ‘The Problem with Dad Feminism’  
 
The fact of the matter is that teen girls have always been told to keep quiet, and it would be 
such a different world if half of the population hadn’t always been told to not be vocal. But 
it’s not the ‘Age of Women’ unless it can be the age of girls too, so teen girls need to be a 
part of [feminism] as well. 
 –  Tavi Gevinson (2015), ideaCity conference 
 
Introduction 
In line with the claims I have made in the previous chapter, here I assert that a media 
preoccupation with powerful male politicians and their ‘can-do’ daughters, as typified in early-
2000s girl teen princess films, shifted to the digital mediasphere following Barack Obama’s 
election to office in 2009. Here I am primarily concerned with former-President Obama’s 
mediated public persona, and particularly the consequences of his invocations of Malia and 
Sasha to the development of journalistic discourses on the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship during his presidency (2009-2017). As I argue, the digital news media’s dualistic 
construction of Obama as a ‘manly father’ and ‘dad feminist’ illustrates how the celebrity 
politician, as “an effect of mediated performances” (Tolson 2015, p. 135), can serve to valorise 
hegemonic discourses on gender. On the other hand, I claim that more critical journalistic texts 
concerning the consequences of institutionalised paternalism and the deployment by masculine 
politicians of girls as political tools led to the formation of feminist journalistic counter-
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discourses on the father-adolescent daughter relationship. These are part of an interrogation of 
postfeminist discourse which became prominent in broader US popular culture, from the early 
2010s, and across a spectrum of textual mediums including television (which I discuss in 
Chapter Four), comedy (see Taylor Nygaard’s 2018 analysis of Amy Schumer) and, as I argue 
here, online journalism. Specifically, the emergence of counter-discourses on Obama’s liberal 
feminism largely emerged out of what Kate Obenshain (2012, p. 85) has noted as his tendency 
to contradictorily insist that “his kids are ‘off-limits’” and invoke them “when political 
necessity calls,” and specifically when he was required to bolster his image as an exemplar of 
patriarchal-postfeminist fatherhood and thus hegemonic masculinity. To begin with, I focus on 
Obama’s mediated self-construction as a ‘manly father’, and accordingly how his recourse to 
problematic tropes of territorial fatherhood was a significant setback to the development of 
feminist discourses on girlhood. As I emphasise, in a bid to personify the nation’s manhood, 
Obama did little to foster progressive ideas about the father’s role in raising tween and teen 
girls. I then turn to digital news texts forming the online feminist backlash against Obama’s 
various paternalistic rationales during his public office.  
 
I argue that digital news media criticisms of Obama’s consistent recourse to Malia and Sasha 
– and their role in shaping his political self-image – reveal the capacity of online feminism, as 
a textual form which denounces both postfeminist and anti-feminist rhetoric to disrupt 
dangerous rationalisations of paternal sovereignty. Therefore, online feminism must be 
recognised as a key site upon which postfeminism’s neoliberal (or otherwise patriarchal) 
politics are rigorously criticised, and the tendency of non-fictional discourses on the father-
adolescent daughter relationship to endorse postfeminism is defied. Whilst some feminist 
journalists made Obama accountable for providing men a clear stake in conversations about 
girls’ rights of the body and re-shaping feminism as a kind of ‘familial work’, others 
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condemned his use of Malia and Sasha as barometers of his approach to policy-making. These 
digital news texts, as I maintain in this chapter, point to a more recent distrust of neoliberal 
postfeminist definitions of empowerment that shore up discourses of the individual girl’s body 
as a ‘locus of empowerment’ and/or object of protection (Banet-Weiser 2015).  
 
Indeed, the extent to which patriarchal conceptions of daughterhood are interrogated via online 
articles produced since around 2011 point to capacity of the digital news media to create “a 
more open space of accountability and learning” (Martin and Valenti 2013, p. 17). Crucially, 
such texts evince the integral role of emergent online feminisms (Keller & Ryan 2018) in the 
destabilisation of postfeminist discourses of fatherhood, a notion that complicates an important 
claim of this thesis that fictional constructions of the father-adolescent daughter relationship 
are often more subversive than non-fictional (and specifically policy-based and therapeutic 
religious) discourses on this familial dyad. Accounting for this complication in Chapter Four, 
however, I reveal that whilst fictitious representations of the father-adolescent bond tend to 
offer transgressive imaginings of the girl/daughter, traditional media forms such as film and 
television continue to serve as cultural spaces in which postfeminist fatherhood tends to be 
fortified in twenty-first century US media culture (although, as I claim, with exceptions). 
Despite recognising the role of the digital news mediasphere in the expansion of anti-
patriarchal, anti-neoliberal pedagogy, in this chapter I also acknowledge that the digital 
mediasphere falls short of incorporating girls’ perspectives into online feminist dialogues. 
 
Here I predominately analyse articles from digital news platforms such as: In Style, Jezebel, 
Popsugar, Glamour, Bustle, The Cut, Refinery29, Mic, Motto, Parade, Slate and HuffPost. 
Many of these sites are explicitly feminist and/or pro-women and distribute celebrity, 
entertainment and lifestyle tabloid-style stories (‘soft journalism’), alongside more ‘hard-
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hitting’ journalistic content produced from diverse perspectives and focusing on issues 
affecting underrepresented constituents. The digital news media’s preoccupation with ‘Obama 
the dad’ is exemplified by the abundance of articles from these digital news platforms which 
offer accounts of his family life, and especially his relationship with Malia and Sasha. Some 
of these articles include: ‘Barack and Malia Obama Are the Cutest Father-Daughter Duo on 
Their Cross-Country Trip’ (Bahou 2016) on instyle.com, ‘President Obama Melts Our Hearts 
With Quotes on Fatherhood’ (Block 2016) on popsugar.com and ‘Barack Obama Had The Most 
Relatable Response After Dropping Off Malia At College’ (Gontcharova 2018) on refinery29.com.  
 
As I claim in this chapter, some digital news content spotlights Obama’s self-construction as a 
‘manly father’. For example, ‘‘Obama Daughters’ Future Suitors: Beware Of The Secret 
Service’ (Rosalsky 2014) on huffingtonpost.com.au, ‘Obama Says Daughters Can Date 
Because They Have Secret Service’ (Milord 2016) on elitedaily.com and ‘President Obama 
Jokingly Warns the Jonas Brothers to Stay Away from Sasha and Malia’ (Lester 2010) on 
glamour.com. Analysing such online content, I argue that Obama’s public persona was 
constructed via the digital news media to embody – in accordance with postfeminist 
conceptualisations of masculinity – “a judicious combination of the traditionalism germane to 
recidivist post-9/11 conceptualizations of ideal masculinity on one hand, and the involved, 
tactile, sensitive and emotionally articulate parenting relating to postfeminist culture’s 
negotiation of fatherhood as ideal masculinity on the other” (Hamad 2014, p. 62). These 
articles, as I demonstrate, reveal how Obama’s father frame aligns with the “configuration of 
fatherhood as ideal masculinity” in postfeminist media culture (Hamad 2014, p. 31). This 
suggests that, throughout his presidency, Obama simultaneously renegotiated and challenged 
(with some level of success) seemingly outmoded masculinities through fatherhood. 
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However, I reveal that Obama’s politically-motivated appeal to postfeminist fatherhood has 
also been subject to condemnation via online news pieces from digital news platforms that 
more transparently target young women. Jezebel and The Cut are a few examples of these sites, 
which I maintain serve a feminist agenda and produce feminist criticism that “brings to the fore 
intersectional concerns of young feminists” (Novoselova 2016, p. 150). Characteristic of these 
articles is their utilisation of a feminist lexicon. By deploying terms such as ‘patriarchal 
control’ and ‘paternalism’, these pieces demonstrate the capacity of online feminism to allow 
“multiple voices to be heard and providing a platform for those frequently marginalized in 
mainstream discourse” (Rivers 2017, p. 122). Often, these feminist articles focus on Obama’s 
self-promotion as a ‘dad feminist’, which is most famously exemplified by his August 2016 
public essay for glamour.com, ‘President Barack Obama Says, “This Is What a Feminist Looks 
Like”’. In this essay, Obama articulates his strong affinity with feminism and provides an 
account of the kind of world that he would like to leave for his daughters in order to attempt to 
refigure himself as a ‘dad feminist’. As he proclaims, “And yes, it’s important that their dad is 
a feminist, because now that’s what they expect of all men” (Obama 2016). Obama, as this 
quote implies, must live up to the responsibilities and expectations of postfeminist fatherhood, 
as the new ideal of masculinity for American men. 
 
Whilst many of the articles I refer to, such as those cited above, highlight the limitations of 
Obama’s personal ‘brand’ of feminism, they also condemn his deployment of paternalistic 
language and contentious policy making. For instance, his fight to keep age restrictions on a 
widely-used morning-after contraceptive pill. Obama’s citing of Malia and Sasha in a statement 
stipulating his desire to restrict the age at which adolescent girls are able to access this 
medication is examined in digital news articles such as ‘The Daughter Problem: Obama and 
Teen Girl Sex Panic’ (Freidman 2013) from thecut.com, ‘Plan B Birth Control: Does Obama 
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Think Young Girl’s Aren’t Smart Enough to Use it?’ (Grate 2013) published on mic.com and 
‘Eight Reasons Obama Should Reverse His Mistake on Plan B’ (Otto 2017) issued by 
huffingtonpost.com. In contrast to the majority of mainstream journalistic accounts of Obama’s 
filial ties, articles such as these acknowledge that the hegemonic trope of the father guarding 
his daughter’s sexuality, as explicitly evoked by Obama in public statements and engagements 
with the media, has problematically developed as a ‘matter of fact’ premise upon which 
paternalistic justifications surrounding girls’ rights of the body are now grounded. 
 
President Obama: the celebrity ‘black but not black’ politician and father of 
phenomenal ‘can-do’ daughters 
Celebrity politics – and specifically the ‘cult of personality’ that Obama embodies – is, as John 
Street (2004, p. 441) has noted, an outcome of “the breakdown of traditional structures” and 
the consequential emergence of “a form of political communication in which new ‘symbolic 
realities’ containing ‘self-definition’” must be created (Street 2004). As Street (2004, p. 441) 
reminds us, in light of these cultural transformations, “the focus shifts on to the individual 
politicians and, with this, politics is personalised.” Because Obama is a politician associated 
with “practices of celebrity and fame” (Drake & Higgins 2012, p. 376), he represents one of 
two variants of the celebrity, the ‘celebrity politician’ (CP1) and the ‘politicised celebrity’ 
(CP2) (Street 2004). To specify, Obama is not the politicised celebrity figure who expresses 
opinions on political issues and is an activist on their own accord but rather “the elected 
politician who uses the frame of celebrity for political benefit” (Drake & Higgins 2012, p. 376; 
Street 2004). As Mark Wheeler (2003, p. 3; McKernan 2011) has noted in Celebrity Politics, 
compared to other US presidents such as Ronald Regan and Bill Clinton, Obama utilises his 
celebrity as part of his “political weaponry.” In ‘Celebrity Diplomacy, Spectacle and Barack 
Obama’, Douglas Kellner (2010, p. 121) remarks that by the end of a victorious stand for office 
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Obama “emerged as a celebrity of the highest order.” His cultivation of celebrity meant that he 
came to epitomise the “the legitimately elected representative … who engages with the world 
of popular culture in order to enhance or advance their pre-established political functions and 
goals” (Street 2004, p. 437). Obama’s unprecedented fame, as a political figure, is exemplified 
by the media’s unyielding obsession with every facet of his identity. However, his ability to 
effectively mobilise media spectacle and use the media to further his agenda speaks to his status 
as “a master of the spectacle and global celebrity of the first rank” (Kellner 2009, p. 716). This 
distinguishes him from many previous US presidents but also likens him to intensely public 
presidential figures such as President John F. Kennedy and President Ronald Reagan. 
 
As I have noted, Obama is an established political persona who, during his presidency, 
consistently drew upon “the resources of celebrity and personality” (Drake & Higgins 2012, p. 
390) to encapsulate the cultural meanings of what his constituents might think of as an ideal 
leader (Marshall, Moore & Barbour 2019). In this way, “political celebrity is not an innate 
quality possessed by certain individuals, but a set of frames through which particular modes of 
political performance may be enacted” (Drake & Higgins 2012, p. 387). Here I am primarily 
interested in Obama’s public persona building via highly mediated frames which are not 
conventionally understood as political platforms. In the frame of digital journalism, Obama’s 
public identity is mediated to varying degrees. Whilst Obama’s personal essays urge us to read 
his online self-disclosure as ‘authentic’, most of the texts I refer to in this chapter are highly 
mediated digital news items whose construction of Obama is founded on journalists’ biases 
about him. Some of these articles support Obama’s attempt to construct himself as a paternally 
figured sovereign, whilst others are highly suspicious of the ways in which he courts the public. 
Overall, these digital news items highlight that whilst Obama’s attempt to cultivate an image 
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of leadership was successful in many ways, his authenticity and motives were also called into 
question by journalists on a number of occasions.  
 
The question of ‘where are the girls in all of this?’ (to which I was required to respond 
following an earlier, conference paper version of this chapter at the ‘International Girls Studies 
Inaugural Conference’ in 2017) is important to address in terms of my initial proposal that I 
am mainly concerned with the formation (and consequences) of contemporary digital news 
media discourses on the father-adolescent daughter relationship. The online articles I cite 
throughout this chapter indicate that, throughout his presidency, Obama deployed Malia and 
Sasha as political aids for concretising his public image as a concomitantly ‘manly’ and 
‘progressive’ father of the nation, yet also invoking “the highly racialized frame of the 
responsible father” in a bid to “deracialize himself in the white imaginary” (Mann 2010, p. 
160). In line with the film texts explored in Chapter One, digital news media texts facilitating 
Obama’s views on fathering girls, feminism and girls’ rights of the body reveal that, in 
contemporary US media culture, daughterhood continues to be heavily mediated by adult 
representation. The stories of girls, as Liat Kozma (2010, p. 344) remarks, “are usually 
mediated through the perspectives of adults: reformers, parents, doctors, educators, judges, and 
adults narrating their own childhood,” and thus fail to voice the thoughts and opinions of girls 
themselves. 
 
Though strategically invoked for political purposes, for the sake of their privacy and safety, 
Malia and Sasha were fiercely shielded from the public spotlight during their father’s 
presidency. In fact, to this day, there are no known instances of the girls directly engaging with 
the media in the form of interviews or discussions about their political views. Obama’s 2012 
remark about the legalisation of same-sex marriage to news anchor Robin Roberts that “it 
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wouldn’t dawn on [his daughters] that somehow their friends’ parents would be treated 
differently. It doesn’t make sense to them” exemplifies his penchant for invoking Malia and 
Sasha as a means of courting certain voters in a way that serves his political goals – a notion 
that I return to later in this chapter. Indeed, Obama’s remarks relating to his daughters – 
whether in the form of awkward ‘protective dad’ jokes, reflections on his experience of 
fatherhood or expressions of his opinions on girls’ rights of the body – are not in dialogue with 
Malia and Sasha. Instead, their voices (for the reasons stated above) are effectively silenced by 
Obama in accordance with his imperative to retain control of his paternal image. As extremely 
high-profile girls, Malia and Sasha’s vulnerability to radicalism necessitated that their public 
personas were instead formed via news media commentary regarding their fashion choices, 
physical appearance, romantic lives and future educational prospects. For instance, extensive 
reportage on Malia’s choice of college and decision to take a gap year was widely remarked 
on between 2015 and 2017. Such articles include ‘Malia Obama Takes College Tours of NYU 
and Columbia University’ (theurbandaily.com 2015), ‘Why Malia Obama Should Study Art 
History’ (artsy.net 2015) and ‘Advice to Malia Obama On How to Make the Most of Harvard’ 
(elle.com 2016). In this respect, Obama’s mediated rhetorical gestures, as well as the media’s 
construction of Malia’s public persona, point to how men, and adults more generally, 
profoundly inform the identity construction of girls.  
 
As I noted in Chapter One, first daughters Chelsea Clinton, Barbara and Jenna Bush were either 
directly or indirectly embroiled in scandal over the course of their respective father’s 
presidency. Whilst Chelsea was, as Projansky (2014 p. 66) explains, affected by her father’s 
inappropriate choices, Malia and Sasha have instead largely remained unattached to the scandal 
“that is typical of star and celebrity culture.” Referring to the representation of Malia and Sasha 
on two covers of People magazine in 2008 (prior to Obama’s election), Projansky (2014, p. 
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69) makes the important point that “As African American girls in the public eye, Sasha and 
Malia Obama function as both evidence that ‘all people’ can achieve the American Dream … 
and as post-racial girl role models who maintain a healthy, balanced, and modest lifestyle, 
regardless of their surroundings or how famous and powerful their father is.” Claiming that 
they work as ‘wish fulfilments’, Projansky (2014, p. 69) notes that Malia and Sasha symbolise 
“a seemingly post-racial future in which their father is president and they are his ‘can-do’ 
daughter – of course achieving and maintaining that status with the sage and supportive help 
of their idealized parents.” Crucially, this invokes the white teen girl protagonists discussed in 
Chapter One, whose fathers – as prototypes of Obama’s deracialised paternal personage – are 
essential in the achievement of ‘can-do’ girlhood, which is almost always represented as white.  
 
 
 Figure 2.1. 2015, Pete Souza, ‘Obama Family Portrait’, April 5 2015. 
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Malia and Sasha have very rarely been connected to scandal and have also primarily been 
represented in the frame of press (or otherwise paparazzi) photographs and video news 
snippets. As such, they were, during Obama’s presidency, exposed to few opportunities to ‘play 
up’ and it was therefore possible for them to embody an idealised, if not unrealistic, version of 
‘can-do’ post-racial girlhood (Projansky 2014). This is important to acknowledge when 
considering Obama’s endeavour – as an embodiment of the idealised African-American father 
– to raise “the specter of the irresponsible father” (Mann 2010, p. 160) and define himself 
against it by proving himself as a commendable father. In other words, the public’s conception 
of the Obama’s daughters as well-balanced, successful and nurtured girls was fundamental in 
relation to his capacity to be the calm and reasonable father and embody a masculinist action 
hero masculinity, just like the girl teen princess film presidential personas who preceded him.  
 
Obama’s de-racialisation should also be considered in terms of how press depictions of him 
and his daughters sharing intimate moments defy the kind of disembodied fatherhood 
reminiscent of post-WWII depictions of African-American father-adolescent daughter 
relations in magazines such as Ebony and Jet, briefly discussed in the previous chapter. The 
absence of pictures of African-American fathers with their adolescent daughters, as Devlin 
(2005, p. 134) has noted, “was a deliberate, and perhaps strongly felt, choice” based on cultural 
anxieties pertaining to the hypersexual representation of African-American men in cultural and 
medical discourses. Devlin (2005, p. 134) further explains that black men were not depicted 
“admiring their daughters, escorting them, or waiting for them at the foot of the stairs,” like 
white fathers. Black debutantes were rather photographed alone, with other debutantes, or 
otherwise their dates. In fact, between 1945 and 1958 only two pictures of girls with their 
fathers at social functions were published in Ebony – a monthly magazine for an African-
American audience first issued in 1945 (Devlin 2005).  
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In the post-war era, African-American girls – via the black press – offered “an opportunity for 
mutual glory” (Devlin 2005, p.129) which shows not only the wonder of African-American 
girls themselves but also the accomplishments and status of their fathers. Images of the black 
debutante brought “prestige to her parents, particularly her father” (Devlin 2005, p. 131) and 
this served to define the African-American middle-class family and the ‘black patriarch’ as a 
form of progress. Contrary to post-WWII images of African-American father-adolescent 
daughter duos, mediated constructions of Obama and his daughters, Malia and Sasha, are 
defined by the kind of benign erotic recognition (as opposed to overt sexual desire) marking 
historical depictions of the white father-adolescent daughter relationship, such as the girl teen 
princess films discussed in the previous chapter, as well as post-war cinematic texts such as A 
Date with Judy (1948), A Kiss for Corliss (1949) and Father of the Bride (1950) (Devlin 2005). 
Obama’s tendency to gush over Malia and Sasha in engagements with the press and public thus 
further validates his image as an allegory of African-American paternity.  
 
However, Obama’s penchant for referring to himself as ‘the father of two daughters’ is 
reminiscent of a post-war, black press tendency (though this was not only characteristic of the 
black press) to describe girls as the ‘daughters of’ men, “whereas discussion of mothers tended 
to be parenthetical” (Devlin 2005, p. 128). As Devlin (2005, p. 129) has noted, “The most 
constant and familiar phrase in these articles was ‘daughter of’ as a constant and formal 
invocation of the father, over and above the mother” (Devlin 2005, p. 129). For example, a 
1946 article on an African-American ‘college girl’ commenced: “Headed for Oberlin College 
in Ohio last month, the only daughter of Oscar Brown Altgeld, housing project manager and 
ex-executive” (cited in Devlin 2005). This speaks to Obama’s capacity to act out the racial bind 
or, otherwise, exemplifies the notion of ‘being black like Obama’ (Carbado and Gulati 2013). 
As Devon W. Carbado and Mitu Gulati (2013, p. 4) have articulated, as a US president, Obama 
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“successfully performed the racial ‘double bind,’ persuading white voters that he was not ‘too 
black’ and black voters that he was ‘black enough’.” To clarify, during his public office, Obama 
performed the historically white ‘besotted dad’ (albeit not to the extent that Trump lecherously 
fawns over his adult daughter, Ivanka) and appropriated a historically African-American 
custom of citing the daughter in order to exalt certain African-American men. In this way, 
Obama was neither too white, nor too black, and was therefore able to ‘racially act’ his way 
into the most powerful position in the world. 
 
During his presidency, Obama actively cultivated a ‘responsible father’ frame that was highly 
racialised (Mann 2010). This is most clearly exhibited via his political focus on fatherhood, 
which was widely discussed in the news media, in both an approving and critical tone 
throughout his political reign. Examples of publications concerned with the Obama 
Administration’s focus on fatherhood include: ‘Obama wants better fathers’ (politico.com 
2009) and ‘The dangerous myth of the ‘missing black father’’ (washingtonpost.com 2017). His 
political emphasis on responsible fatherhood precipitated a range of government initiatives and 
public awareness programs centred on the national recuperation of fatherhood. One of Obama’s 
earliest fatherhood initiatives was a Fatherhood Town Hall held at the White House in 2009, 
at which he solemnly declared “the beginning of a national conversation … about fatherhood.” 
He was also a key initiator of a government-funded national resource for fathers and the wider 
public committed to the cause of supporting strong fatherhood called the ‘National Responsible 
Fatherhood Clearinghouse’. His approval of a sixteen-course curriculum called ‘Fragile 
Families and Responsible Fatherhood’ (and devotion of half-a-billion dollars to funding 
‘fatherhood classes’ around the nation) also illustrates his commitment as US president to 
addressing the social disenfranchisement which has ostensibly made it difficult for African-
American men to fulfil their fatherly ‘duties’.  
87  
Bonnie Mann (2010, p. 160) cites Obama’s 2008 Father’s Day speech to highlight how, even 
before his election to POTUS in 2008, he evoked “the counter-frame of the responsible father, 
one that might make white Americans feel safe with a black man in the White House, and black 
Americans feel a particular pride at his defiance of certain white stereotypes and certain social 
realities.” Obama was renowned for his political emphasis on African-American men’s 
responsibility (‘the responsible father story’) in political speeches during his presidency. This 
move was most problematic due to his calling on the reactionary language of ‘family values’, 
yet also revealed his willingness “to appeal to and deploy a deep heterosexual fundamentalism” 
(Mann 2010, p. 161) in the nation’s thinking. Often explicitly courting the attention of African-
American men, Obama’s rhetoric harks back to pre-WWII psychological discourses on 
African-American family structures which prescribed the objective of a “‘well-organized’ 
family under the authority of the father” as a sign of progress beyond “a pattern of paternal 
‘indifference’, precipitated by men’s subordinate status under slavery” (Devlin 2005, p. 131; 
Frazier 1978). By actively curating the public image of his ‘alpha-girl’ teenage daughters, 
Obama hoped to do many things, such as win the trust of white voters and act as a ‘champion’ 
of black fatherhood. However, as I will now demonstrate, mediated representations of Obama 
as a ‘manly father’ (in the form of deeply patronising ‘protective father’ jokes) were somewhat 
successful in positioning him as an embodiment of the nation’s virility. 
 
Obama’s self-presentation as the ‘responsible’ and ‘manly’ father 
Obama’s tendency to allude to his daughters during his presidency (often in the form of trite 
jokes) is tied to his strategic self-representation as a ‘manly father’, and what Mann (2010) 
conceives as the president’s necessity to preserve American nation masculinity. Obama’s 
cultivation of the rational father frame is living proof of what many feminists have pointed out 
as the tendency of “not only individuals but also nations … to imagine themselves as manly” 
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(Mann 2010, p. 3). ‘National manhood’, as Mann (2010, p. 157) explains, is “an ephemeral 
imaginary artifact” that is consistently producing itself “through the figure of the President” (p. 
158). Whilst it could be said that Obama’s steady, thoughtful manhood served to counteract 
Bush’s “irrational, potent, instinct-driven, hotheaded masculinity” (Mann 2010, p. 159), 
Obama’s self-representation as a paternal protector and ‘man of the house’ (in a similar way to 
the presidential personas examined in Chapter One) fundamentally served to amplify, as 
opposed to undermine, the nation’s fractured manhood in the years following 9/11. As Webber 
(2005) has suggested, for America to reassert its masculinity, the father figure was required to 
re-emerge in the wider cultural imaginary as a protector. A central part of such a political 
strategy was the equation with the intact patriarchal-hetero nuclear family – and hence the 
vigilante father – “with that of the nation state” (Dodds & Kirby 2014, p. 245) in both the 
political and popular cultural sphere.  
 
The imperious, self-legislating national sovereignty that Obama personified throughout his 
political reign was epitomised by his government’s view of drone assassinations as a vital 
component of its ‘war on terror’ (Mann 2010). Moreover, by evoking Malia and Sasha in 
engagements with the press, in ways which position them as potential victims of masculine 
‘predators’, Obama – as the vigilante father of the nation – represents “America’s 
determination to redeem itself through the regulation of gender norms and the definition of 
who gets to be protected and who gets to be the protector” (Dodds & Kirby 2014, p. 247). 
Importantly, his ability to embody the nation’s ‘invulnerability’ entailed the production of an 
endangered ‘targeted other’, which I maintain was most effectively valorised via his recourse 
to heteronormative tropes of hypermasculine paternity which required him to emphasise his 
capacity to punish those culpable for seeking to sexually ‘taint’ his adolescent daughters. To 
demonstrate, Obama’s ‘manly fatherhood’ was most obviously exhibited in public remarks in 
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which he conveyed himself as the father willing to obliterate any male suitor who might show 
sexual interest in his daughters. Fundamentally, his ‘jokes’ exemplify the American self-
assertion that has been “at the centre of international condemnations of the United States in the 
last decade (and before)” (Mann 2010, p. 208), yet also illustrate how the father’s inclination 
for violence can be forgiven as a result of his imperative to protect. 
 
In the earlier years of his presidency, reports of Obama’s most recent joke about assassinating 
Malia and Sasha’s potential wooers, or bidding for re-election so that there are men with 
weapons around his family at all times, profusely circulated the online mediasphere. Whilst 
some journalists rebuked Obama’s self-legislating masculinity, many digital news articles 
instead reaffirmed Obama’s public image as the responsible – and fatherly – protector that his 
forerunner, George W. Bush, was not. Here I accordingly argue that journalistic texts 
demonstrate the news media’s significant role in mediating Obama’s public persona as the 
Predator drone-controlling protective father. Obama’s public image, as realised via the news 
media, is reminiscent of narratives of vengeful fatherhood which emerged out of a reactionary 
post-9/11 cycle of films and were marked by “the placing of imperilled daughters in the hands 
of protective fathers” (Hamad 2014, p. 66). However, as I will now go on to reveal, the 
representation of Obama’s presidential paternity via online news media texts also bears 
resemblances to the film texts discussed previously on account of how they discursively centre 
the powerful commander-in-chief whose paternalistic stance is justified by his primary role as 
a protector. The first daughters in these films are proffered the opportunity to re-negotiate the 
terms of their paternal relationship. Yet Obama’s public remarks about his supposed need to 
stifle his tween/teen daughters’ freedoms imply that they are less capable of rejecting their 
father’s inflexible terms than ‘ordinary’ girls. Consequently, presidential rhetoric in which first 
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daughters are habitually invoked offers notably less productive notions about the father-
adolescent daughter relationship than screen text renderings of this bond. 
 
In this regard, Obama’s Jonas Brothers/Predator drone joke is perhaps his most infamous 
remark made on the subject of Sasha and Malia. At the White House Correspondents’ Dinner 
in 2010 (a media event best known for the sitting president’s self-deprecating swipes for the 
amusement of the White House press corps), Obama addressed an admiring crowd, 
proclaiming: “The Jonas Brothers are here. They’re out there somewhere. Sasha and Malia are 
huge fans.” With a straight face, Obama carried on, quipping: “But, boys, don’t get any ideas. 
I have two words for you – Predator drones. You will never see it coming. You think I’m 
joking” (Obama 2010). In the following months and years, numerous digital news pieces 
lauding Obama’s controversial ‘comedy act’ were published online. For instance, ‘Obama 
Jokingly Threatens Jonas Brothers With “Predator Drones”’ (Us Weekly 2010), ‘Obama Makes 
‘Em Laugh at White House Correspondents’ Dinner’ (Raymond 2010) on nymag.com and 
‘President Obama’s 10 most hilarious lines from the White House correspondents’ dinners’ 
(Heil 2016) on washingtonpost.com. 
 
Certainly, at the time, some members of the news media were deeply critical of what Mann 
(2010, p. 156) describes in her analysis of this specific joke as Obama’s evocation of “an old 
trope of a certain kind of manly fatherhood. The girl’s daddy is willing to kill you. You’ll have 
to risk your life to get her.” As Adam Serwer (2010) writes for The American Prospect: 
 
… you have to wonder why in the world the president’s speech writers would think it was 
a good idea to throw a joke about predator drones into the president’s speech during the 
White House Correspondent’s Dinner, given that an estimated one-third of drone 
casualties, or between 289 and 378, have been civilians. It evinces a callous disregard for 
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human life that is really inappropriate for a world leader, especially a president who is 
waging war against an enemy that deliberately targets civilians. 
 
In this instance, Serwer (2010) calls out the Obama Administration’s negligent approach to 
substantiating the president as a vigilante paternal protector. Writing for Salon, in ‘Obama 
threatens Jonas Brothers with drone strikes’, Alex Pareene (2010) similarly describes the joke 
as extremely distasteful: 
 
It’s funny because predator drone strikes in Pakistan have killed literally hundreds of 
completely innocent civilians, and now the president is evincing a casual disregard for 
those lives he is responsible for ending by making a lighthearted joke about killing famous 
young celebrities for the crime of attempting to sleep with his young daughters. 
 
As these comments illustrate, Obama’s heedless joke was received by journalists as highly 
problematic because his regime’s Predator drone program led to the deaths of thousands of 
civilians in the Middle East. Journalists also questioned the appropriateness of a joke about 
three young adult men ‘getting ideas’ about girls who had not yet reached adolescence. In 
addition, bloggers such as Angus Johnston (2013) argue that Obama’s joke evokes the sexist 
image of the father meddling in the romantic lives of his daughters, and casually assumes that 
girls are only interested in dating boys. 
 
As these remarks indicate, Obama’s Jonas Brothers/Predator drone quip was perceived as 
inexcusable by some journalists, especially given that it was not the only time he remarked on 
his capacity to exterminate boys and men who might look his daughters’ way. In fact, Obama’s 
Predator drone joke is one of many remarks that he made, in his presidency, that as Johnston 
(2012) has argued, served to normalise “a patriarchal, sexist adversarial take on parenthood – 
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and on fathering daughters specifically.” Despite this, digital content produced about Obama’s 
relationship with Malia and Sasha also indulged in his self-presentation as a ‘manly father’. 
Articles disseminated via leftist digital news and entertainment platforms directed to young 
adults demonstrate how Obama’s vigilantism was negotiable during his presidency, even to 
generation Y-ers who might otherwise reject outwardly patriarchal displays of paternal 
masculinity. For example, in an article on popsugar.com titled ‘President Obama Melts Our 
Hearts With Quotes on Fatherhood’, Tara Block (2016) cites Obama’s 2015 GQ interview, 
noting that when Obama was asked if Malia had ever been picked up from the White House 
for a date he responded: “No, but I’ve seen some folks glancing at her in ways that made me 
not happy.” Block’s (2016) description of this comment as ‘touching’ exemplifies that 
patriarchal conceptions of girl-rearing that reinstate daughters as objects of paternal protection 
are also romanticised by ostensibly progressive factions of the news media.  
 
Digital news pieces such as ‘Obama’s next crisis: A teenage daughter’ (The Daily Star 2011) 
effectively extolled his protective father frame: “US President Barack Obama said on Friday 
he’s prepared for a potential crisis in the White House next month – his oldest daughter 
becoming a teenager.” Citing interviews in which Obama joked about how potential male 
suitors will be required to dish up their GPA and career intentions, or otherwise how he wants 
to install an ‘ejector seat’ in Malia’s car for when she has male company, digital news pieces 
produced about Obama’s invocation of his daughters in engagements with the press assume 
that ‘most parents’ would agree with him about when girls should be allowed to become self-
governing sexual subjects. This is exemplified in an article titled ‘President Obama Wants a 
“Boy Ejector” In Malia’s First Car’ (buzz.eewmagazine.com 2011). As its author states, 
“Daddy’s little girl is growing up and just like all fathers, President Barack Obama is 
apprehensive about his oldest daughter, Malia hitting the dating scene.” In this article, the 
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notion that parents – and especially fathers – should, and desire to, take up the role as 
gatekeeper of their daughters’ sexuality and ‘moral goodness’ is reiterated. Positioning Obama 
as an exemplar of responsible fatherhood, the article illustrates the amplitude of Obama’s 
public iterations of territorial paternity on mainstream cultural understandings of the father-
adolescent daughter relationship. 
 
Obama’s jokes about his teenage daughters also prompted conversations (at least tangentially) 
about the place of fathers in the romantic lives of their adolescent daughters on mainstream 
television news and current affairs platforms. For example, in a 2013 segment of Raising 
America posted on HLN’s YouTube channel, Obama’s concerns about Malia and Sasha dating 
are discussed at length by host Kyra Phillips and a panel of ‘parenting experts’. In response to 
this comment by one of the panelists: “Can you imagine the boy that comes home with Sasha 
and Malia and has to meet that dad!” another proclaims, “Well that’s any dad, I mean my 
daughter is fourteen right now … all of a sudden we are at the mall and she starts walking in 
front of me … she doesn’t want to be seen with her dad” (Raising America 2013). This remark 
is exemplary of how public commentators construct Obama as a paragon of all-powerful 
paternity, and accordingly valorise the ‘manly father’ who uses his authority to terrorise his 
teenage daughter’s suitors. Though, it also reveals the role of Obama’s paternalised self-
presentation in the materialisation of digital news media dialogues on the father-adolescent 
daughter relationship which perpetuate anxieties about girlhood sexuality and validate the 
notion that the father should act hysterically about his daughter’s sexual coming of age.  
 
During his presidency, Obama’s public performance of the father who is willing to do anything 
in order to prevent his daughter(s) from dating was widely publicised via mainstream online 
news reports. Digital news stories produced between 2009 and 2017 frequently cited Obama’s 
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‘protective father’ jokes, many of which allude to his special capacity as POTUS to maintain 
control over and monitor his daughters. Numerous digital news pieces such as ‘The Obama 
girls grow up’ (Bello 2013) from usatoday.com and ‘Obama Hearts Master Locks’ (Lee 2012) 
from wsj.com cite the remarks he made in 2012 at the plant of an American lock company in 
Wisconsin: “And now as I was looking at some of the really industrial size locks I was thinking 
about the fact that I am a father of two girls … that it might come in handy to have these super 
locks. For now, I’m just counting on the fact that when they go to school there are men with 
guns with them.” Obama’s 2011 comment on Malia getting her drivers licence: “So I’m hoping 
to see one of those models that gets a top speed of 15 miles an hour, the ejector seat anytime 
boys are in the car” also received considerable media attention. For instance, ‘Obama jokes 
about Malia’s first car’ (McDevitt 2011) on politico.com. Other examples of media coverage 
about Obama’s reference to the Secret Service and his daughters include ‘Obama jokes Secret 
Service will keep boys away from daughters’ (The Indian Express 2012), which recounts 
Obama’s plans to “use his Secret Service commandos to keep boys away from his two 
daughters.”  
 
Obama’s references to his unbounded authority over American security agencies exemplifies 
how, during his time as the US president, he exploited an early-2000s cinematic and televisual 
cliché of the paternalised male public servant who has access to intelligence and ‘men with 
lethal weapons’. Obama’s public framing bears comparisons with the presidential figures of 
First Daughter and Chasing Liberty that I examined in Chapter One, yet also President Sawyer 
(Jamie Foxx) of White House Down (2013), Jack Bauer (Kiefer Sutherland) of 24 (2001-2010, 
2014) and President Bartlet (Martin Sheen) of The West Wing (1999-2006). Chasing Liberty 
explicitly invokes the trope of the politically powerful father when, at the beginning of the film, 
first daughter Anna’s petrified date arrives at the White House. As he exclaims whilst he is 
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attempting to get to know Anna at a local restaurant, surrounded by Secret Service agents: 
“Seriously, how many guns are being pointed at me right now?” Obama’s performance of 
hyperprotective fatherhood suggests a primitive and violent underside and this helped to ensure 
that the nation would not see him as “just a pussy after all” (Mann 2010, p. 162). Obama’s 
jokes clearly point to how his self-promotion as a hyperprotective father who “has a very big 
gun that his family never has to see” (Mann 2010, p. 165) was able to perform ‘American rage’ 
without embodying it, and thus successfully personify “disembodied violence” (Mann 2010, p. 
162).  
 
The news media’s foregrounding of Obama as an “action-oriented father-hero” (Vrtis 2016, p. 
147) who ratifies his public sphere power through his public act as the territorial father of two 
daughters is indicative of public anxieties in relation to both Bush’s enactment of ‘cowboy 
masculinity’ and the fracturing of America’s masculinity following 9/11. Perhaps then, the 
notion that presidents might consider exploiting their power in order to prevent any kind of 
‘interference’ with their daughters (as the deployment of these jokes for the amusement of the 
public suggest) was not only appealing but comforting to American audiences in the early 
2000s. The persistence of hierarchic configurations of the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship, over a decade after the release of First Daughter and Chasing Liberty, signals the 
acceptance of jokes about using brute force to prevent teenage girls from becoming sexually 
active. Much like the presidential figures in First Daughter and Chasing Liberty, Obama’s 
obligatory construction as a symbol of fatherly authority entailed the entanglement between 
his private role as a father, and position as the nation’s then-incumbent paterfamilias.  
Obama’s frame of the territorial father, as arbitrated by the news media, points to the 
perseverance – across the wider US mediasphere – of revenge narratives of “bereaved vigilante 
fatherhood” (Hamad 2014, p. 49) characterising a cycle of post-9/11 Hollywood action 
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thrillers. Obama’s public performance of avenging fatherhood is reminiscent of early-2000s 
Hollywood blockbusters such as Law Abiding Citizen (2009) and Edge of Darkness (2010), 
which are both about fathers taking revenge on their murdered daughter’s killer(s). By playing 
the righteous father who seeks to ‘save’ his daughter by unnerving male suitors who might 
pose a threat to her innocence, Obama reaffirms his status as the sovereign leader willing to do 
anything to protect his citizens. Crucially then, Obama’s recuperation of the outmoded 
vigilante action hero through fatherhood was ultimately a move to reassert his masculine power 
whilst also accommodating “the paternal imperative” of ideal masculinity in postfeminist 
media culture (Hamad 2014, p. 76).  
 
In a similar way to post-9/11 Hollywood revenge narratives of the beleaguered vigilante father, 
a myriad of mainstream digital news articles recapitulated Obama’s framing of his daughters 
as potential ‘at-risk’ girl subjects. In many instances, news media coverage served to valorise 
the notion that when Obama makes ‘protective dad jokes’ he is thinking in the same way as all 
fathers of tween and teen daughters. This reveals that whilst during his presidency Obama 
could have used his position as a father of girls to challenge and disrupt paternalistic discourses 
on daughterhood which prevail in the US political realm, as demonstrated via his ‘protective 
father’ jokes, he instead ensured the continuation of the US government’s patronising of girls 
and women. By routinely mentioning Obama’s role as a protective father of teenage girls and 
US president, the digital news media was, therefore, complicit in promoting the idea that 
adolescent girls necessitate the same level of vigilance required to be an effective protector of 
the nation’s citizens. Yet constructions of president-first daughter relations in digital news 
articles analysed here are acutely comparable to First Daughter and Chasing Liberty, in 
addition to the cinematic revenge narrative mentioned above, for the reason that Obama’s 
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‘protective dad’ jokes essentially respond to and reflect the powerful appeal of postfeminist 
paternity during a period in which postfeminist culture is hegemonic culture. 
 
The rise of ‘dad feminism’ 
Obama’s self-proclamation as a feminist is connected to a recent “burst of male celebrities – 
from John Legend to Daniel Radcliffe – either calling themselves feminists or being labelled 
as such by the media” (Cobb 2015, p. 136). His self-representation as a feminist, as I maintain 
here, is an important gesture of self-branding in a context in which affiliation with feminism 
has a newfound cultural cache (Taylor & Hamad 2015). Particularly in the later years of 
Obama’s public office, he was known to make bold assertions about his desire to make the 
world a better place for his daughters and “every child in this nation” (2009). He also frequently 
spoke of his hopes for a fairer world, and his ambition to empower girls to “reach their full 
potential” (Obama White House 2016). In this way, Obama has been, as Rivers (2017, p. 8) 
has insightfully commented, “quick to qualify that there is much to be done to improve the 
lives and prospects of women and girls.” Thus, Obama sought to avoid a postfeminist or 
otherwise anti-feminist tone during his presidency. Articles including ‘How being a dad made 
Obama a feminist’ (Roy 2016) from latimes.com, ‘Obama Is the Latest Dad Feminist’ 
(Edwards 2016) from jezebel.com and ‘President Obama Talks Black Hair and the Pressures 
His Daughters Feel to Look a Certain Way’ (Guglielmetti 2016) from glamour.com embody 
the news media’s generally-positive response to Obama’s undeniably uplifting self-assertion 
as a feminist. However, during his presidency, a body of journalism that was doubtful of the 
legitimacy and political efficacy of his ‘dad feminism’ emerged. This is what feminist 
journalist Kat Stoeffel (2014) defines as a form of feminist rhetoric that is problematic 
primarily as a man’s affinity with feminism and gender equality is principally motivated by his 
position as the father of a girl.  
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Whilst acknowledging Obama’s direct involvement in achievements for girls and women 
throughout his political reign, many journalists have criticised his adoption of feminist rhetoric 
which supports the idea that “women’s equality is still bound and dependent on their 
relationship with men” (Edwards 2016). This kind of rhetoric also assumes that men’s 
peripheral experiences of girlhood permit them to offer advice to girls and women, to assert 
themselves as authorities on/martyrs for ‘women’s issues’ and to take responsibility for 
shielding their daughter(s) from forms of sexual objectification that in any other case they may 
have taken pleasure in. Such criticisms, as I acknowledge, are indicative of the generative 
capacity of media-staged debates around feminism which have materialised in this decade, and 
which have been enabled by the growing capacity of the Internet to mobilise a push for cultural, 
social and political transformation, and specifically its ability to foster social networks, 
platforms and dialogues which are powerful enough to institute broader attitudinal and material 
change. Describing ‘dad feminism’ as “feminism as a lifestyle statement” (Edwards 2016) and 
“a neutral appeal of women’s value” (Edwards 2016), feminist journalists such as Stassa 
Edwards (2016) have argued that ‘dad feminism’ essentially strips feminism of its “radical 
roots and progressive ideology.” Obama’s ‘dad feminist’ persona is thus a postfeminist figure 
who takes feminism into consideration, elides women from feminism and stems from an 
overlapping of “postfeminist masculinity, patriarchy and celebrity culture” (Cobb 2015, p. 138; 
McRobbie 2009). Problematically, Obama’s ‘dad feminism’ is also complicit in the ongoing 
“systematic erasure of Black womanhood in American society” (Guerrero 2011, p. 71) as it is 
part of a carefully developed strategy to discursively centre the male celebrity feminist, and 
thus appease anxieties about Michelle Obama’s potential to embody the ‘black feminist rage’ 
that affronts many white Americans. As a black and feminist First Lady of the United States, 
Michelle Obama was required to consciously negotiate numerous positions, yet most 
importantly “confine even the slightest hint that she may be anything other than content in her 
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assimilated privilege” (Guerrero 2011, p. 71, original emphasis). Moreover, Obama’s ‘dad 
feminism’ served to foreground ‘Michelle the goodwill ambassador’ rather than ‘Michelle the 
feminist’ and accordingly served to disassociate her from feminist politics and depoliticise 
black womanhood.  
 
Obama’s self-presentation as feminist father was fundamental to his pursuit in becoming, to 
US citizens (and especially progressives), the “male celebrity who ‘loves’ and respects 
women” (Cobb 2015, p. 137). As is common for male celebrities (Cobb 2015), Obama’s 
various public declarations as a male feminist celebrity politician were widely celebrated by 
the news media. When Obama claimed at the 2016 United States of Women Summit: “I may 
be a little greyer than I was eight years ago, but this is what a feminist looks like,” online news 
and entertainment platforms extoled his statement as proof of his commitment to the fight 
against gender inequality around the world. Emma Gray’s article, ‘What It Meant To Have A 
Feminist President’ (huffingtonpost.com 2017) catalogued Obama’s various achievements in 
the realm of transnational gender equality and exemplifies one of many articles lauding Obama 
for proclaiming himself as a feminist. Praising Obama’s contribution to liberal feminism, Gray 
(2017) declares in her article: “The gravity of being an American woman watching the most 
powerful man in the world preach the importance of gender equality – and men’s responsibility 
in the fight for it – cannot be ignored.” Moreover, in ‘How being a dad made Obama a feminist’ 
(published on latimes.com), Jessica Roy (2016) acknowledges Obama’s admission that an 
African-American Congresswoman who ran for president is his personal heroine. Emphasising 
Obama’s idolisation of a professionally successful black woman, Roy’s (2016) article typifies 
the mainstream news media’s active role in mediating Obama’s public image as a liberalist and 
feminist, especially in the final years of his presidency. 
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In the earlier years of (and even before) his presidency, Obama began to demonstrate a 
tendency to cite his two daughters as his reasons for wanting to make the world a better place. 
One of the first public statements in which he invoked his daughters is an ‘open letter’ written 
directly to Malia and Sasha, which was published on parade.com only weeks before his 
inauguration in 2009. In it he proclaims: “But then the two of you came into my world … I 
soon found that the greatest joy in my life was the joy I saw in yours. And I realised that my 
own life wouldn’t count for much unless I was able to ensure that you had every opportunity 
for happiness and fulfilment in yours” (Obama 2009). Seven years later, Time published an 
essay written by Obama titled ‘The World I Want My Daughters to Grow Up In’. In the 2016 
essay, Obama similarly proclaims: “But my daughters’ generation knew … long before the 
Supreme Court ruled for marriage equality last June that all love is created equal … So for the 
sake of our future, one thing we have to do, maybe even above all others, is to make sure they 
grow up knowing that their voices matter, that they have agency in our democracy.” Once again 
invoking Malia and Sasha, this essay illustrates how Obama deployed his daughters as symbols 
of hope for a future in which his own visions of social equality and neoliberal democracy are 
preserved in the US political realm. Moreover, as high-profile black girls, Malia and Sasha 
function as evidence that ‘all girls’ can live the American dream (Projansky 2014).  
 
Obama’s stance as a feminist father was, however, most famously broadcasted in a 2016 essay 
published on glamour.com: ‘President Barack Obama Says, “This Is What a Feminist Looks 
Like”’. In this personal essay, Obama claims: “when you’re the father of two daughters, you 
become even more aware of how gender stereotypes pervade our society.” At several instances 
throughout the essay, Obama (2016) reiterates his self-identification as a feminist: “I’d like to 
think that I’ve been pretty aware of the unique challenges women face – it’s what has shaped 
my own feminism,” “it’s important that their dad is a feminist, because now that’s what they 
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expect of all men” and “I say that not just as President but also as a feminist.” Obama (2016) 
also makes claims about how advancements in women’s rights have proffered his daughters 
opportunities and rights denied to his female ancestors: “The progress we’ve made in the past 
100 years, 50 years, and, yes, even the past eight years has made life significantly better for 
my daughters than it was for my grandmothers.” Supplemented with official White House 
photographs of Obama with Malia and Sasha, this essay underscores the importance of both 
paternal investment in the child and an intimate father-adolescent daughter connection, whilst 
also suggesting an intrinsic link between fathering and feminist self-identification. This 
highlights Obama’s necessity to take up additional forms of labour in order to temper his 
marginality, as a black man. Yet it equally testifies to Obama (and hence the male celebrity 
politician’s) requirement to neutralise his 1950s-esque patriarchal masculinity by availing to 
“signifiers of postfeminist masculinity” (Hamad 2014, p. 29) such as emotional articulacy. 
 
For many journalists, his self-proclamation as a feminist was symbolic of America’s progress 
towards gender equality. As Graham Vyse (2016) remarks in an online article for The New 
Republic, Obama’s “fight for sexism … will have a lasting impact on gender equality in 
America.” For other online critics, however, the POTUS’s focus on his feminist identity 
pointed to broader issues pertaining to men’s problematic espousal of feminism, and explicitly 
the role of these feminist declarations in shoring up their masculine authority – concerns that I 
will address for the remainder of this section. As I have just indicated, as online media 
platforms targeted to women began to more critically reflect on public performances of 
celebrity paternity, Obama’s supposedly feminist fatherhood – and more broadly his identity 
as a male feminist celebrity politician – became subject to critique. Recognising that Obama’s 
self-construction as a feminist father contributed to the mediation of hegemonic masculinity 
(Cobb 2015, p. 137), whilst concomitantly allowing him to take up the “admired stance of the 
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tender nurturer” (Podneiks 2016, p. 8), the digital news media started to call into question his 
claim to a feminist identity in the later years of his presidency. This occurred in tandem with 
the digital news mediasphere’s development of more nuanced online feminisms which have 
the potential to establish cultural change and “challenge a postfeminist rhetoric that dismisses 
the need for feminist activism” (Rivers 2017, p. 128). Out of what eventually transformed into 
a digital news media dialogue on institutionalised paternalism emerged a body of commentary 
on the father-adolescent daughter relationship and its service as a political mechanism. Online 
discussions about Obama’s tendency to mention Malia and Sasha in policy-focused statements 
marked a historical turn in terms of how the father-adolescent daughter relationship was talked 
about in the news, and the extent to which patriarchal discourses on the father-adolescent 
daughter relationship were called into question by the media. Crucially, and as I demonstrate 
here, many of these journalists identified Obama’s tendency to deploy Malia and Sasha as 
barometers of his views (and approaches to policy) on matters ranging from girls’ body image 
to same sex marriage and reproductive health.  
 
Opinion pieces disseminated via leftist digital news media outlets such as Jezebel and Mic 
illustrate that Obama’s fraught relationship with feminism was no longer immune to criticism 
in the latter years of his presidency, which in part can be explained by feminism’s renewed 
visibility (Banet-Weiser 2018; Gill 2016), and particularly an expansion in online feminist 
critiques of institutionalised patriarchal values since the early 2010s. These articles emphasise 
that having a daughter should not be the only motivation to care about feminism, and highlight 
the importance of seeing girls and women as ‘someone’, rather than ‘someone’s daughter’. For 
example, Kate Hakala argues in a 2015 Mic article that ‘dad feminism’ “makes it apparent that 
a man is only valuing and defining women ‘by his relationship’ to them. If women don’t really 
count for consideration until they’re seen as daughters, then they're not truly being considered 
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as individuals.” Supporting Hakala (2015), in ‘The Problem with Dad Feminism’ (2014) 
Stoeffel, writing for Slate, claims: “But when they (fathers) vote for Republicans that protect 
women from (and penalise women for) the sexual and reproductive freedom men enjoy – or 
shield their daughters from the female objectification they otherwise enjoy – they only enforce 
women’s status as daughters and wives.” Surmising that the issue is not that fathers want 
equality for their daughter(s), Edwards (2016) remarks that ‘dad feminism’ “chafes at the core 
of equality; namely, that men would only be interested in history making if they too had some 
clear biological stake in it.” This evidence is indicative of the imperative role of online feminist 
dialogues in the production of language which directly counters the deeply problematic logics 
of ‘dad feminism’, as well as the propensity of emergent feminism(s) (Keller & Ryan 2018) to 
rally feminist girls and young women and accordingly attempt to temper paternalistic 
discourses evoked by attention-rich public figures such as Obama. 
 
In another instance, Hakala (2016) argues that “the problem with these Feminist Dad 
revelations is not only how they expose men’s gender blinders, the ones that cause them to 
navigate the world (up until those bundles of female joy arrive) without any awareness of 
gender norms, standards or limitations.” As the comments above reveal, critical responses to 
Obama’s personal manifestation of ‘dad feminism’ question both his reshaping of feminism as 
a form of “familial work” (Edwards 2016) and its reinforcement of paternalistic logics. Arguing 
that Obama’s feminism binds the identity of girls and women to their relationships with men, 
these articles assert that Obama’s feminist appeals are limited because he frames feminism as 
a fatherly duty, and in doing so reasserts girls’ and women’s worth as symbiotic with 
domesticity. More specifically, Obama’s emphasis on girls as daughters and women as 
significant others effectively shores up Michelle Obama’s role as “a domestic centre for her 
husband” (Guerrero 2011, p. 71) by foregrounding her identity as a wife. 
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Cobb (2015, p. 136) asserts that the male celebrity feminist is a signifier of postfeminism’s 
adaptability and “the combined power of postfeminist discourse to both sideline women from 
and neuter the politics of feminism.” However, the fact that this authority comes under strain 
in these articles clearly demonstrates how postfeminist discourses of masculinity have recently 
been destabilised in the digital news mediasphere. Claiming in an essay published on 
glamour.com that Obama’s feminism gives men “a clear stake in the conversation; a way to 
signal to men that their wives and daughters are worth their public advocacy,” Edwards (2016) 
highlights Obama’s tendency to discursively omit girls and women in conversations about their 
bodies, rights and futures. Just as Genz and Brabon (2009, p. 38; Cobb 2015) note that the 
visibility of male celebrity feminists illustrates the “representational concerns for a more 
attractive and sellable image” in postfeminist media culture, Obama’s self-promotion as a 
feminist father connotes his performance as a masculine subject complicit with the hegemonic 
gender order and acting out a model of masculinity “constructed in ways that realise the 
patriarchal dividend, without the tensions or risks of being the frontline troops of patriarchy” 
(Connell 2005, p. 79).  
 
In line with his broader project of global gender equality, Obama’s self-identification as a ‘dad 
feminist’ is closely connected to a paradigm of neoliberal, individualised feminist ideology 
distinguishing postfeminism. Just as the various initiatives put forth by Barack and Michelle 
Obama (such as ‘Let Girls Learn’) rest on the assumption that the girl is at once in crisis and a 
stimulator of the economy, Obama’s mediated feminist father frame is grounded in the idea 
that girls require fatherly protection to the same extent as they require agency (Banet-Weiser 
2015). Obama’s consistent evocation of Malia and Sasha reflects his firmly established view 
of the individual girl as a “locus of empowerment” (Banet-Weiser 2015, p. 69). When Obama 
refers to his daughters in a bid to bolster his political aims he sees girls not in terms of a 
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collective body which require liberation from paternalistic surveillance, though rather as 
emblems of Obama’s vision for social (and economic) progress. Obama’s brand of ‘dad 
feminism’ failed in many ways to challenge systemic gender equalities that have 
conventionally oppressed girls. By constructing his daughters as, firstly, symbols of his 
neoliberal vision of feminism and, secondly, primarily mechanisms of economic growth, 
Obama’s feminist legacy must be acknowledged as being bound up in a socio-political context 
whereby women are understood as consumers more so than citizens.  
 
When considered in tandem with much more sombre statements about the protection and 
control of girls’ bodies, Obama’s (2015) pronouncement at an address to representatives of the 
African Union that “If you want your country to grow and succeed, you have to empower your 
women” appears much more problematic from a feminist viewpoint. Crucially, Obama’s 
adherence to a neoliberal, individualised form of feminism, alongside his deployment of highly 
paternalistic language, evokes the feminist claim that a surge in empowerment rhetoric 
corresponds to feminism’s loss of traction (McRobbie 2013; Banet-Weiser 2015). Indeed, 
Banet-Weiser’s (2015, p. 68) contention that “without a feminist definition of empowerment” 
a contradictory logic of protective paternity congenitally surfaces, “again focusing on the 
individual girl’s body, but in this case as one to be protected” is prophetic in the aftermath of 
Obama’s presidency. Indeed, Obama’s adherence to an individualised, neoliberal feminism – 
the kind that most commonly finds voice in the media (Banet-Weiser 2018) – explains why his 
gender equality program was devoid of any kind of radical call for change, though also served 
as a justification for his otherwise paternalistic logic and policy decisions. In other words, 
Obama’s admittance as a feminist enabled him to explain his paternalistic rationales as 
derivative of his deep ‘investment’ in issues concerning girls and women.  
 
106  
Obama embraces a form of feminism is grounded in individual empowerment as opposed to 
liberation. This should be understood as a key condition of the paternalistic brand of ‘dad 
feminism’ that the news media have identified as one of the less admirable elements of his 
legacy. An examination of the news media’s role in mediating Obama’s feminist father frame 
reveals the extent to which a paternalistic form of female empowerment rhetoric, which is 
ultimately damaging to girls’ collective call for agency, was valorised as a result of and over 
the course of Obama’s public office. Nonetheless, it also demonstrates the capacity of the 
digital news media to create pockets of resistance in the mainstream mediasphere, and 
accordingly uncover the motives and implications of conversations about girls, only in the 
context of their role as daughters. Obama’s feminist frame also highlights the role of journalists 
in deflating postfeminist rhetoric that generates power via the world’s most authoritative 
individuals. Thus, rather than simply serving as pawns for Obama’s political and public 
relations endeavours, the digital news media’s resistance to his paternalism indicates that, even 
if it is not girls themselves who are displaying public resistance to the paternalistic language 
of powerful politicians, women are (at least) representing them. In the final section of this 
chapter, I argue that certain digital news media commentary contravenes the paternalistic 
evocation of father-adolescent daughter relations promoted by politicians. Accordingly, I focus 
on the most concerning instances of Obama’s recourse to Malia and Sasha, demonstrating – 
via an exploration of online news and opinion pieces – the tangible consequences, for girls, of 
protective paternalism emanating from the White House.  
 
Plan B, institutionalised paternalism and (restricting) the girl’s right to decide 
When questioned in 2011 about his endorsement of the US Department of Health and Human 
Services’ entirely unprecedented decision to oppose the Food and Drug Administration’s 
(FDA’s) recommendation that the after-sex contraceptive pill Plan B be made available to 
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people under seventeen without a prescription Obama explained that “as the father of two 
daughters, I think that it is important for us to apply some common sense to various rules when 
it comes to over-the-counter medicine.” Claiming that “most parents would probably feel the 
same way,” Obama (2011) justified his decision on the grounds of the Health and Human 
Services Secretary’s disagreement with the notion that “a 10-year-old or 11-year-old … 
alongside bubble-gum or batteries, should be able to buy a medication that … could end up 
having an adverse effect.” This is, however, despite the FDA’s (2011) determination that “the 
product was safe and effective in adolescent females, that adolescent females understood the 
product was not for routine use, and that the product would not protect them against sexually 
transmitted diseases.”  
 
Obama’s course of action was confounding to healthcare and women’s rights activists, 
especially considering his otherwise ‘pro-women’ stance, as well as his previous claims that 
his government would base their policy decisions on science and not ideology. As remarked 
by Ann Friedman (2013) in ‘The Daughter Problem: Obama and Teen Girl Sex Panic’, and 
published by thecut.com: “If you’re confused about why, when it comes to this particular issue, 
an avowedly pro-choice president sounds like a Bible Belt patriarch, join the club.” Friedman 
(2013) continues, noting that “Republicans get a bad rap for disregarding science about touchy 
social issues, but Obama’s attitude shows that the teen-girl sex panic afflicts liberals as much 
as conservatives.” Obama’s traditionalist attitude towards federal legislation that implicates the 
reproductive health of adolescent girls contradicts his liberal feminist frame (as demonstrated 
by his crusade for the empowerment of girls), thus raising questions about the authenticity of 
his commitment to challenging the status quo. In this regard, for Obama and many of his 
feminist celebrity counterparts, liberal feminism stands in for the entire second wave activist 
movement, and thus “more radical attempts to undermine hetero-patriarchal social relations 
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and associated gender assumptions” (Taylor 2016, p. 117) are displaced by discourses of 
gender equality. Obama’s rationale for limiting the age at which girls can access over-the-
counter medication (which has been verified by reputable scientific bodies as completely safe) 
highlights how cultural understandings of the father, as a gatekeeper of his adolescent 
daughter’s sexuality, has allowed his dubious intervention into issues such as girls’ 
reproductive health become a ‘matter of fact’, both in the context of law-making and parenting. 
 
The Obama Administration withdrew its appeal of the court order enabling girls of all ages to 
access over-the-counter emergency contraceptives in 2013. The decision to drop the appeal 
came after medical professional organisations came out as supportive of making Plan B One-
Step (PBOS) available to girls under seventeen. Institutions such as the American Congress of 
Obstetricians and Gynaecologists (ACOG) lamented Obama’s 2011 rationalisation as 
grounded in emotion, and this became a topic of interest in the feminist mediasphere. In an 
online article by Elizabeth Flock which claims that Obama still personally opposes the decision 
to allow girls of all ages access to Plan B, despite his administration approving it, Jeanne A. 
Corny, president of the ACOG, is quoted stating: “He’s speaking from the emotions of a parent 
who has to make a decision on how his daughters behave” (usnews.com 2013). Flock also cites 
the CEO and president of the Reproductive Health Technologies Project, Susanna Baruch, who 
similarly points out that “public policy can’t be about the wishful thinking of parents about 
making their children safe by denying them something they may need.” At the other end of the 
spectrum, more conservative (and anti-LGBTQI) groups such as The American College of 
Paediatricians (ACPeds) continued to rally for the obstruction of the court order, claiming that 
“since the human brain does not reach full maturity until early adulthood, minors need the 
guidance of their parents in decision-making on critical issues such as this” (American College 
of Paediatricians 2013).  
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Despite Obama’s sudden turnaround on Plan B in 2013, his personal judgement on the issue 
remained unchanged. Like right-wing medical groups such as ACPeds, ProLife and ObGyns, 
Obama’s concern was based on the supposed likelihood of teenagers using emergency 
contraception more frequently if it were more readily available to them. Obama’s comments 
provided a platform to discuss state interference in reproductive health and the persistence of 
deeply paternalistic legislation and rhetoric surrounding women’s and girls’ bodies in the US. 
In Obama’s first term alone, approximately one hundred policy proposals were put forth in 
relation to medical coverage of abortion, limitations of physicians to perform procedures, 
protection of the ‘rights of the unborn’ and the de-funding of reproductive health services 
(Richie, Davis & Traylor 2012). His statement sparked criticism in the digital new realm of his 
consistent exploitation of his daughters as tools for expediting his political agendas. 
Significantly, Obama was criticised by progressive journalists for invoking Malia and Sasha 
just as he did when making jokes about extrajudicial killings and the Secret Service.  
 
In the years and months following Obama’s remarks on the subject, a cluster of feminist writers 
condemned his justification for obstructing girls’ access to Plan B. These criticisms emerged 
in the form of opinion pieces which demonstrate a much less neutral stance than mainstream 
coverage of the subject from publications such as The Washington Post. Online articles 
published by feminist journalists and bloggers denounced Obama’s oppressive logic, 
interpreting his comments as exhibits of paternalistic language which situate girls and women 
first and foremost as somebody’s daughter or wife. Online media texts closely followed the on-
going Plan B fiasco which began in 2011, mainly emphasising the consequences of Obama’s 
deployment of the principle of ‘father knows best’ in relation to its efficacy in reasserting the 
girl as a subject of the patriarchy. To exemplify, writing for Salon in 2011, Rebecca Traister 
argued that when Obama lays down “some Olde Fashioned Dad Sense,” or refers to deeply 
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conservative “paternalistic claptrap” to talk about the bodies of adolescent girls, he diminishes 
issues of medical access and sexual health and, in principal, matters of gender equality. 
Obama’s stance was also criticised by Emily Douglas from The Nation. In ‘“As a Father of 
Two Daughters,” Obama Embraces Politics Over Science on Emergency Contraception’ 
(2011) Douglas remarks: 
 
As a father, Obama may hope that he has created a family environment in which his 
daughters would feel comfortable telling him or Michelle if they need to use EC. Good for 
him. But he’s not Dad-in-Chief to all teenage girls. You don’t want to think about your 
daughters making a decision about their sex lives without consulting you? Too bad, Mr. 
President: there are thousands of girls and women who need to be able to make that 
decision without involving their family or doctor. You’re not their father; you’re their 
president. 
 
Douglas’ (2011) statement typifies the feminist backlash directed towards Obama as a result 
of his request that girls cannot make decisions about their bodies without medical or parental 
intervention. Douglas (2011) condemns Obama’s self-perception as a ‘dad-in-chief’ to 
highlight the consequences of his presumption that all girls would be recipients of the same 
kind of support and understanding as Malia and Sasha, in the case that they were expectant. In 
a similar vein to Douglas (2011), Friedman (2013) states: “Yet, teen daughters – even as 
symbols, rather than those needing access to the medication themselves – have been 
consistently invoked to impede Plan B’s path from the research lab to drugstore shelves.” 
Moreover, in a Mic article, ‘Plan B Birth Control: Does Obama Think Young Girls Aren’t 
Smart Enough to Use It?’, Rachel Grate (2013) proclaim that “Obama is applying his desire as 
a father to control his child’s actions to all young women, and when this desire for control is 
expanded on such a scale, it becomes an extension of patriarchal control over female bodies.” 
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Broaching Obama’s self-promotion as a hyperprotective father, Grate (2013) emphasises 
feminist arguments on male power.  
 
News media content producers discussed Obama’s irrational approach to law-making affecting 
the reproductive health of girls and women in terms of the findings of a 2007 study by 
economist, Ebonya L. Washington, which was widely publicised due to its inference that the 
more daughters a male US congress member has, the more likely it is that he will make liberal 
policy-based decisions, specifically in relation to reproductive rights. Washington (2008, p. 3) 
asked the question of whether “parenting daughters increases liberal voting generally … issues 
concerning reproductive rights” and discovered a strong correlation between rearing girls and 
holding liberal beliefs in the realm of reproductive rights. However, Washington’s findings 
were called into question on thecut.com. For example, Friedman (2013) notes that Obama’s 
setting of policies based on his pre-adolescent daughters contradicts Washington’s 
conclusions: “Obama’s protective impulse runs counter to oft-cited research by Yale economist 
Ebonya L. Washington, who found in 2008 that the more daughters a politician has, the more 
likely he or she is to vote with women’s interests in mind – particularly on reproductive-rights 
issues.” Friedman (2013) accedes to Washington’s (2008) findings that ‘women’s issues’ will 
likely promote tolerant perspectives amongst male politicians where adult women are 
concerned yet argues that Obama’s 2011 refusal to ratify girls’ unlimited access to Plan B 
contrarily reveals that “teen-girl sex panic afflicts liberals as much as conservatives.” In a bid 
to emphasise the persistence of a mistrust of girls’ sexuality, Friedman (2013) fundamentally 
complicates the logic that male politicians who have daughters are more likely to have 
women’s interests in mind.  
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Friedman’s (2013) argument that Washington’s (2008) findings are not applicable to cases in 
which “the daughter is still a teenager and the question is whether she can access contraception 
on her own, without involving a parent or doctor” represents a range of online news media 
articles spanning 2011 and 2017 in which the political nature (and consequences of the father-
adolescent daughter relationship) were critically explored. In a Bustle article, ‘Dads of 
Daughters May Become More Politically Extreme, Regardless of Whether They Are 
Democrats or Republican’ (Grant 2017), Friedman’s (2013) concerns are reignited when 
Megan Grant asks: “Is the jury still out on the exact effect daughters have on their dads’ 
political affiliations?” Grant (2017, original emphasis) continues, remarking that “if there’s one 
thing we can agree on, it’s this: In some way, and in more ways than one, having a daughter 
changes you.” Other articles which also address Washington’s findings appear in a 2017 article 
published on huffingtonpost.com: ‘Congress is Rich: Here’s Why It Matters’ (McElwee 2014), 
and thecut.com: ‘Having a Daughter Makes Dads More Politically Polarized’ (Singal 2017).  
 
Grant’s article, which includes countless photographs of Obama and his daughters, cites the 
study as a segue into a discussion about the lack of working-class representatives in Congress 
and the potential influence of social class on legislating. As these titles reveal, online media 
discourses on the relationship between fathering daughters and politics – as prompted by 
Obama’s father focus – profoundly affected the direction of online media dialogues on the 
father-adolescent daughter relationship and, in the process, have interrogated postfeminist 
framings of masculinity and girl empowerment. Such articles argue that Obama’s consistent 
reference to his daughters reveals that the father-adolescent daughter relationship is a political 
tool that has major consequences for girls. This manifested clearly in public view in the form 
of feminist arguments about the bodily autonomy of girls and women. As the news media has 
alarmed us, Obama’s rhetoric is dangerous because it justifies the continuation of the rollback 
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on girls’ and women’s rights of the body. Moreover, extensive discussion in the digital news 
realm on Washington’s (2008) study into questions about federal representation and class 
clearly illustrates “the influence of intersectional feminist theory on online feminist 
communities” (Rivers 2017, p. 122), and accordingly instantiates the broadening of “the 
parameters of feminist debates” (Rivers 2017, p. 122) within the online news mediasphere.  
 
Digital news media content focused on Obama’s Plan B remarks (and produced predominately 
by women) rightly articulates feminine adolescent oppression as a familial-social ideological 
system. These authors align with a feminist tradition that analyses the father as a subjugating 
force and in this regard take up their feminist obligation to stand up for girls. Yet whilst much 
of the online journalistic content produced in the digital mediasphere is rigorous, coherent and 
politically productive, their speaking on behalf of girls epitomises the problem with recent 
news media dialogues on the father-adolescent daughter relationship, as well as representations 
of father-adolescent daughter relations in the wider US mediasphere. Absent from these 
polemical pieces is recognition of the spaces in which girls have influential voices and what, 
in these spaces, girls might have to say about issues directly affecting them, such as 
institutionalised paternalism and the patriarchal, racist, adultist culture in which they inhabit.  
 
In Girls’ Feminist Blogging in a Postfeminist Age, Jessalynn Keller (2015) explores the 
practices of US-based girls who are actively involved in curating feminist blogs and engage in 
the feminist blogosphere. Keller (2015, p. 14; Shade 2011; McRobbie 2009; Ringrose & 
Eriksson-Barajas 2011; Cassell & Cramer 2008) complicates “contemporary concerns about 
girls’ supposed lack of commitment to feminist politics and panics surrounding girls’ risky 
uses of online technologies” by showing how they engage in new media production and “use 
digital media as political agents and specifically, feminist activists.” One of these young 
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feminist activists is Julie Zeilinger, founder and editor of an online feminist forum for teens 
called WMC FBomb, which is partnered with the Women’s Media Center headed by Gloria 
Steinem, Jane Fonda and Robin Morgan. Another is Tavi Gevinson, who has been deemed a 
threat by adult journalists and bloggers for disrupting “both can-do and protectionist discourses 
related to public girlhood” (Keller 2015, p. 151). In a 2013 post on FBomb, Zeilinger 
proclaims: “Feminist communities like FBomb, as well as individually curated blogs, allow 
young women to become comfortable with not only developing our opinions and ideas, but to 
publicly publish them – to refuse to buy into a culture that encourages our silence and 
subservience.”  
 
FBomb is a feminist enterprise which exemplifies the possibilities of inter-generational 
communication between feminist-identifying women and feminist girl activists and bloggers. 
As such, it is imperative – especially considering that in 2019 states across the nation were 
passing some of the most restrictive legislation on abortion in recent history – to think about 
the development of feminist endeavours via which feminists of different generations, and for 
whom state regulation of the female body in the form of abortion and contraception restrictions 
is an obstacle, can converse and collaborate. However, the potential of such a pursuit must also 
entail the active involvement of women in the propagation of girls’ voices and responses to the 
patriarchal culture around them. Nevertheless, such claims of digital optimism must be 
mitigated by the fact that even if we, as feminists, can all theoretically speak via digital news 
media platforms, we may not all heard in the same way, nor have the same ‘attention capital’ 
(and hence capacity to shape individual behaviour) as the POTUS (van Krieken 2012; 
Driessens 2013; Taylor 2016). Accordingly, while it is not within the scope of this textual 
analysis to expand upon this subject in much more detail, I hope to be able to further theorise 
girls’ occupation of online feminist spaces of resistance focused on addressing institutionalised 
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forms of paternalism and argue for why and how feminist girlhoods should be further 
encouraged elsewhere. 
 
Obama’s performance of deeply patriarchal politics proves that the father figure – in his 
material and symbolic form – remains a possible agent of tyranny. Yet as the claims made 
about Obama’s paternalism which I discussed here were produced by women, in the digital 
news mediasphere, the father-adolescent daughter relationship is, similarly to cinematic texts 
previously examined, narrativised by adults, albeit mainly feminist-identifying women. The 
degree to which the daughter subject – and accordingly girls – remain phantom-like in these 
publicly broadcasted debates suggests that these feminist spaces must acknowledge not only 
the patriarchal but also the adultist values that ensure girls’ lack of privilege. Though, they 
must also recognise that such disadvantages can be countermanded due to the size of their 
collective voice (Kearney 2006). Therefore, whilst Malia and Sasha were not given the 
opportunity to answer back to their father’s infantilising jokes, the development of online 
feminist networks where the voices of girls are recognised by the journalist spearheading what 
is now widely understood as the fourth wave of feminism might provide the most effective and 
powerful form of critique. 
 
Evidently, this critical dissection of digital media constructions of the father-adolescent 
daughter relationship has brought to the fore important questions about how girls can (and 
must) be repositioned from the periphery (and to the centre) of US media dialogues about the 
father-adolescent daughter relationship. Finally, it has asked us to consider the potential for 
online feminist spaces in better facilitating politically nuanced conversations about the father 
adolescent-daughter relationship that are directed by girls, and which also take place between 
girls and their fathers (as opposed to between fathers and the public). Crucially then, we must 
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move forward by widening the scope of analyses of the father and his language without always 
emphasising the power of fathers as a necessarily subjugating force. In other words, the 
discursive centralisation of fatherhood in US media discourses on familial kinship must be 
acknowledged as not always a punitive constraint directed against girls’ agential resistance. 
Agency, as Noela Davis (2012, p. 895, original emphasis) has noted, is “a performative 
materialization of the circulation of power-and-resistance that constitutes, and is constituted, 
by us.” Ultimately, we must seek to reclaim agency by being resistant to reconstituting the 
individual father as (always already) a force of the girls’ repression. 
 
Conclusion 
As a sovereign leader, Obama’s strategic self-representation as the nation’s equally ‘cool’ and 
solicitous dad, and hence his capacity to shore up America’s masculinity post-9/11, prompted 
him to recourse to hetero-patriarchal logics which function to renounce girls of their already-
limited sense of autonomy in the US political sphere. Just as the US sees itself as the world’s 
protector, Obama – as a sovereign leader – was capable of personifying American 
exceptionalism by constructing himself as a symbol of the American nation which “knows 
what is good for the still-developing others” (Young 2003, p. 22). As I have argued in this 
chapter, during his presidency, Obama sought to embody the US nation’s supremacy by 
utilising his daughters as symbols of the nation’s citizens who must trade in their freedom in 
return for the government’s protection from external ‘threats’. That is to say, in order to, firstly, 
defy his predecessor’s rash and senseless manhood and, secondly, capitalise on the 
‘paternalisation’ of ideal masculinity in twenty-first century US media culture (Mann 2010; 
Hamad 2014), Obama attempted to exploit his status as a father of daughters by invoking Malia 
and Sasha in a way that might work to deracialise him by portraying him as an antidote to the 
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‘irresponsible’ black father, and accordingly authenticate his capacity as a dependable father 
of the nation and leader of the ‘free world’.  
 
Yet as a Democrat he was also required to confirm his position as a supporter of girls 
(something he has more recently done via his alliance with Greta Thunberg) in a bid to 
demonstrate to the nation’s constituents – and particularly his most loyal base (women and 
non-white people) – his commitment to addressing and rectifying social equalities in the US, 
though also in the Global South. As I have theorised here, as the first African-American 
President of the United States, and due to his occupation of the presidency amid a culture-wide 
turn towards postfeminist fatherhood, Obama was required to hone his image as a responsible, 
assertive father without relinquishing his already-disputed blackness, nor his position as a 
progressive and feminist. However, more than merely appealing to postfeminist discourses of 
fatherhood, as the superlative archetype of twenty-first century masculinity, Obama was 
capable of successfully configuring himself as the global poster boy for postfeminist 
fatherhood – though not without contestation. 
 
Throughout this chapter, I have illustrated how Obama’s presidential persona is a highly 
arbitrated public image formed via the digital news. As a celebrity politician, Obama is, of 
course, an insider to politics but also has “an extraordinary image based on the leveraging of 
the logic of celebrity” (van Krieken 2018, p. 133). His celebrity status was, during his 
presidency, closely bound up with his accumulation of ‘attention capital’ (van Krieken 2012; 
Driessens 2013; Taylor 2016) as the most visible, powerful and publicly scrutinised public 
figure of the American nation, and of course one of the most recognisable and revered 
celebrities of the twenty-first century. Yet what set him apart from other high-profile politicians 
was, from the inception of his presidential campaign, his capacity to mobilise media spectacle 
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(Kellner 2010). As Kellner (2010, p. 122) has remarked, “Obama’s position [as a global 
superstar] suggests that in an era of escalating media spectacle more politicians … will use 
their rock star status and access to the media as an instrument to push through their issues and 
agendas.” To put it differently, Obama was, more successfully than his presidential 
counterparts, able to effectively utilise his celebrity (and thus the media) to establish and refine 
his public image and endorse political agendas.  
 
This analysis of Obama’s mediated public image has revealed how, during his political reign, 
the 44th president consistently deployed non-political platforms to curate his public persona as 
an archetypal postfeminist father (and a much-needed reprieve from the cowboy masculinity 
and conservatism epitomised by his predecessor). By situating himself as, above all else, a 
father, yet also because of an increasing tendency for celebrity fathers to label themselves as 
feminists, Obama was required to pitch himself not just as a vigilant and/or vigilante paternal 
protector but also a staunch supporter and ‘liberator’ of girls and women, especially in the latter 
years of his presidency. However, his alignment with forms of popular feminism generally 
affiliated with neoliberalism, his status as a ‘dad feminist’ – and crucially his recourse to Malia 
and Sasha as a means of articulating his personal connection to feminism – came under scrutiny 
from a faction of the online news sphere whose journalistic work encapsulates the potential of 
online feminism to call out the depoliticising effects of postfeminist discourses of fatherhood.  
 
As the rollback of women’s and girls’ rights of the body perseveres and intensifies, it is crucial 
to recognise that a logic of masculinist protection continues to interchange between the US 
political/religious and popular cultural sphere, thereby normalising paternalistic rationales to 
the extent that they become ‘reasonable’ justifications for the regulation of girls’ and women’s 
bodies. In this chapter, I have demonstrated how discourses of protective paternalism have 
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been buttressed via US-based digital news mediations of Obama’s presidential manhood, and 
more specifically his self-legislating remarks on fathering girls. I have thus clarified how 
contemporary media discourses of the father-adolescent daughter relationship have pivoted on 
notions of protection and postfeminist notions of empowerment and liberation. Evidently, 
through the dissemination of articles via online news platforms, the digital realm has played a 
crucial part in mediating (and hence modelling) Obama as an ideal masculine postfeminist 
subject. Obama is, according to certain factions of the media, a traditional father who also 
embraces feminism because, as ‘dad feminism’ reminds us, why would he not be a feminist, 
as the father of daughters?  
 
Nonetheless, in ‘other’ feminist realms of the digital news mediasphere, he is a political figure 
who uses his position as a father to valorise the institution of oppressive policy and endorses 
the kind of feminism which seeks to disrupt the status quo and thus may lead to the 
diminishment of his masculine authority. Obama’s tendency to draw on liberal feminist 
discourses and tropes of ‘manly fatherhood’ (whilst avoid being painted as a hypocrite) points 
to how neoliberal empowerment rhetoric and a logic of masculinist protection, as Banet-Weiser 
(2015) has importantly exclaimed, do not contradict, yet instead sustain one another. As I have 
revealed, feminist journalists (in the place of his Malia and Sasha) talked back to his 
‘embarrassing’ ‘dad jokes’ in the form of polemical analyses of his rhetorical and political 
manoeuvres. By doing so, these emergent feminist dialogues point to the surfacing of counter-
discourses which contravene hetero-patriarchal notions about the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship. In the following chapter, however, I further substantiate the deeply troubling 
ramifications of institutionalised paternalism in the US by critically analysing conservative 
evangelical girl-rearing manuals written by Christian male authors primarily for fathers about 
raising ‘pure’ girls. This form of literature proliferated in the years following Obama’s 
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inauguration as POTUS, and therefore evinces his role in re-focusing the father-adolescent 
daughter relationship in US public discourse. 
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Chapter 3 – 
Godly Fatherhood, ‘Authentic’ Biblical Daughterhood 
and Postfeminism in Conservative Evangelical Girl-
Rearing Literature 
 
When it comes to protecting your daughter’s heart, you need to come at that difficult 
challenge from every angle. Model the kind of husband she should look for. Warn her about 
the physical dangers of premarital sex. Empower her to say no.  
— Jay Payleitner (2013), 52 Things Daughters Need from Their Dads 
 
The evangelical purity movement not only cultivates the spiritual formation of adolescents; it 
also elevates this experience to exemplify the universal quest of all Christian believers. Thus, 
young people who pledge themselves to sexual purity are tasked with far more than saving 
themselves for a future spouse. In the moral economy of sexual purity, these adolescents are 
the salvation of American civilization. 
— Sara Moslener (2015), Virgin Nation: Sexual Purity and American Adolescence 
 
Introduction 
In this chapter I focus on a sub-genre of girl-rearing manuals that explores the father-adolescent 
daughter relationship as an integral part of constructing an ideal (neoliberal) evangelical girl 
subject and valorising a Christian-patriarchal hierarchy in which fathers are ‘earthly 
reflections’ of God. These parenting guidance books, which are primarily written by male 
celebrity evangelists and evangelical community leaders, rapidly materialised from 
approximately 2010 – a cultural moment in which the father-adolescent daughter relationship 
had already re-emerged as a preoccupation in secular US media culture, as demonstrated by its 
prominence in Hollywood cinema, as well as the mainstream news media’s emphasis on 
Barack Obama’s self-representation as ‘the father of two daughters’. These girl-rearing 
manuals represent one of multiple avenues through which Christian public figures have, since 
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the contemporary evangelical purity movement first emerged, sought to emphasise the 
fundamental role of the father-adolescent daughter relationship in the evangelical goal of civic 
renewal (Moslener 2015).  
 
One of the most well-known pursuits, on the part of conservative Christian leaders, to reify 
biblical gender roles in contemporary America is the establishment, in the late 1990s, of purity 
events such as the father-daughter purity ball, which is fundamentally about the girl making a 
promise to her father that she will remain a virgin – and even save her first kiss – until marriage. 
These prom-like purity events are famously the subject of a collection of award-winning 
photographs by Swedish photographer, David Magnusson, of girls and their fathers from 
Colorado, Louisiana and Arizona, who have just participated in a purity ball. Through this 
exhibition, which is called ‘Purity’, Magnusson seeks to offer an unbiased portrait of tradition 
and religion in contemporary America and encapsulate “the haunting emotions” (Minister 
2018, p. 8) that accompany father-daughter purity balls. The uncomfortable physical intimacy 
between father and daughter in Magnusson’s photography (see figure 3.1) ultimately points to 
the father’s (sexual) authority over his daughter, and for this reason has provoked public 
commentaries, especially by feminist critics in the secular mediasphere, about the nature of the 
father-adolescent daughter relationship in contemporary US purity culture. These photographs 
depict girls in white bridal-like dresses, with their fathers embracing and standing over them 
in an eerily overbearing and sexualised manner. The images have been perceived by numerous 
cultural commentators as a disturbing insight into how the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship is idealised in conservative evangelical culture, in accordance with a deeply 
traditionalist worldview.  
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Figure 3.1. 2012, David Magnusson, ‘Purity’, Fotografiska, The Swedish Museum of Photography. 
 
The father-adolescent daughter relationship currently functions in conservative evangelical 
purity culture as an essential mechanism for the preservation of traditional heteronormative 
family values and patriarchal social structures. Girl-rearing manuals produced by evangelical 
men focus, reiterate and expand upon an already-established idealised version of the father-
adolescent daughter relationship offered in purity pledges that take place at father-daughter 
purity balls. They are also intimately bound up with the contemporary purity movement’s 
ongoing endeavour to situate evangelicalism at the centre of American cultural life (Moslener 
2015). As I demonstrate in this chapter, these evangelical girl-rearing manuals are, in certain 
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ways, resonant of co-existing secular popular cultural discourses on the father-adolescent 
daughter relationship. In this regard, they attest to the connectedness between conservative 
evangelical discourses on gender and sexuality and the dominant media formations of the 
father-adolescent daughter relationship, previously examined in Chapter One and Chapter 
Two. As I claim here, conservative evangelical girl-rearing manuals, more so than any other 
textual form, imagine white male fantasies of patriarchal power in which the daughter’s role is 
primarily concerned with the reproduction of religio-patriarchal structures of power. 
 
Conservative evangelical girl-rearing manuals are part of an elaborate contemporary purity 
culture made up of pledges, rings and father-daughter balls which, overall, seek to “reinstitute 
an ethic of feminine restraint” (Kobes Du Mez 2015, p. 185) and valorise hetero-patriarchal 
norms. By consistently invoking fairy tale imagery which prescribe girls as princesses (a trope 
also common in secular contexts, see Chapter One) and men as princes, kings and warriors, 
these texts – much like father-daughter purity balls – tend to imagine the ideal girl as 
conventionally beautiful and heterosexual, whilst also delineating whiteness (and thus sexual 
innocence) as a nexus of desirability. As I maintain throughout, the theological tenets upon 
which rituals such as the father-daughter purity ball are based currently manifests in male-
authored conservative evangelical parenting manuals that sanctify the father-adolescent 
daughter relationship. In this way, these texts bolster existing conservative evangelical 
discourses on father-adolescent daughter relations whilst also elaborating on prevailing 
conservative evangelical expectations of relationships which legitimate the male-headed 
heterosexual family and propagate purity tenets that idealise submissive, white and sexually 
innocent girls and position them as the solution to the ostensible moral decline of contemporary 
America.  
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This chapter consists of five sections, each focusing on a key motif defining this sub-category 
of conservative evangelical parenting literature: the daughter as ‘princess-bride’ and father as 
‘purity warrior’, the historically-persistent sexually impure status of black girls, the girl as a 
‘gift’ from God and father as God’s representative, the father as ‘neutraliser’ of ostensibly 
‘sexualising’ secular media and, finally, ‘father-daughter dating’ as an exercise of 
heteronormative pedagogy whereby girls are taught to foster a heterosexual partnership 
(Moslener 2015). In each of the sections, I engage with a broad subset of these commercially-
orientated books/e-books to expose the literature’s broader ideological-discursive mechanisms. 
I acknowledge the relationship between the following theological logics guiding the conduct 
(and parenting approaches) of conservative evangelicals: firstly, the father is the channel via 
which the individual can connect/have a personal relationship with God, secondly, a 
relationship with God is essential to the preservation of one’s ‘sexual integrity’ at adolescence 
and, thirdly, ‘moral decay’ in twenty-first century US society is directly connected to 
mainstream mores of sexual freedom. I also acknowledge that evangelical media texts – and 
thus these girl-rearing manuals produced by Christian men – are underpinned by the conviction 
that sexually pure adolescents hold the promise of America’s (moral) transformation.  
 
These texts are thus grounded in a logic concluding that girls who actively strive to preserve 
their ‘bodily integrity’ are ideal agents of a process of ethical rejuvenation. This inference, as 
scholars of religion contend, is directly connected to a conservative evangelical desire to re-
centre biblical family values in America’s cultural life. Moreover, they assume that the father-
adolescent daughter relationship, as a clear connection between such principles indicates, 
provides a pathway to access the divine; the girl subject is thus key to the prosperity of 
evangelicalism, as well as its leaders’ broader objective of a ‘morally pure’ nation. Thus, in 
line with wider secular culture, via these texts, girls (as opposed to youth more broadly) are 
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conceptualised as enablers of social change and – in alignment with secular media – “one of 
the stakes upon which the future depends” (McRobbie 2000, p. 200-201). This is ultimately 
indicative of how the girl, in broader contemporary US media culture, is consistently deployed 
as an embodiment of societal anxieties about and/or society’s requirement to transform, yet is 
also conceived as the key, and hence a mechanism of, society’s amelioration. 
 
This sub-genre of Christian parenting manuals, which largely materialised between 
approximately 2010 and 2016, has served to extend a distinctively American evangelical 
pursuit of social renewal. As such, it is necessary to preface this analysis by acknowledging 
conservative evangelicalism as a ‘political religion’ grounded in the view that “the transformed 
bodies of sexually pure adolescents hold the promise of a similarly transformed society” 
(Moslener 2015, p. 6). Importantly, the endeavours of purity advocates have been, especially 
in the Bush era, uncritically endorsed by the nation’s most powerful politicians. Indeed, the 
contemporary American evangelical purity movement’s agenda of spiritual and moral 
transformation was unequivocally bolstered by the Bush Administration, which offered 
evangelical abstinence organisations “newfound access to federal resources” (Moslener 2015, 
p. 112). Whilst Obama strived to countermand the growth of these programs during his 
presidency in accordance with an amendment to the Patient Protection and Affordable Care 
Act, abstinence-only education was reintroduced in 2014 (Kopsa 2011; Ryan 2016). In the age 
of Trump, an ongoing alliance between the government and conservative evangelical leaders 
suggests that the evangelical movement continues to gain traction towards its political goals. 
 
The girl-rearing manuals upon which I focus here are: Bringing Up Girls: Practical Advice 
and Encouragement for Those Shaping the Next Generation of Women (2010) by James C. 
Dobson, an influential evangelical leader, psychologist and founder of the family-centred 
127  
ministry Focus on the Family. Be the Dad She Needs You to Be: The Incredible Imprint a 
Father Leaves on His Daughter’s Life (2014) by Kevin Leman, a New York Times bestselling 
author and internationally recognised psychologist, television personality and speaker; 52 
Things Daughters Need From Their Dads by Jay Payleitner, a highly successful Christian 
author and national speaker. Prized Possession: A Father's Journey in Raising His Daughter 
by Alan Smyth, a celebrated Christian author and public speaker, both released in 2013. 8 
Great Dates for Dads and Daughters: Talking with Your Daughter About Understanding Boys 
(2014) by Bob and Dannah Gresh, founders of Pure Freedom, a ministry focusing on 
“abstinence, modesty and teen sexuality” (‘Founders’ n.d.). I additionally analyse That’s My 
Girl: How a Father’s Love Protects and Empowers His Daughter (2012) by Rick Johnson, a 
popular Christian author and founder of the organisation Better Dads, “based on the urgent 
need to empower men to lead and serve in their families and communities” (‘About Better 
Dads’ n.d.). These texts are predominately produced from the perspective of middle-aged, 
white and (naturally) affluent celebrity evangelists who deploy their expertise as medical 
practitioners, parenting experts and/or messengers of God. Yet in some cases they are either 
partially written by their wives or collaboratively produced by married evangelical couples. 
For instance, 8 Great Dates for Dads and Daughters: Talking with Your Daughter About 
Understanding Boys is the product of Bob and Dannah Gresh, a renowned husband-wife pair 
of purity advocates who have also written girl-rearing manuals such as Six Ways to Keep the 
“Little” in Your Girl: Guiding Your Daughter from her Tweens to Her Teens (2010) and Secret 
Keeper Girl: The Power of Modesty for Tweens (2017). Whilst some of the texts I analyse here 
offer anecdotes from girls, they principally publicise the viewpoints of white men about biblical 
fathering practices.  
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This is except for The Father-Daughter Talk: The Most Important Conversation of Your Life 
(2014) and Queenology: There’s A Queen Inside You by an African-American ‘empowerment 
teacher’ called R.C. Blakes Jr., which are both targeted to African-American girls and women. 
Blakes Jr. assures potential readers of The Father-Daughter Talk that the book will help them 
to become “assertive, proactive, productive, and creative” (‘The Father Daughter Talk Study 
Guide’ n.d.), and therefore must “be placed into the hands of every young woman” (‘The Father 
Daughter Talk Study Guide’ n.d.). I claim that whilst Blake Jr. preaches similar advice to the 
parenting manuals which are seemingly targeted at white conservative Christian fathers, his 
books place an even greater emphasis on postfeminist neoliberal rhetoric that “posits an ideal 
of a choice-making, pleasure-seeking, powerful subject with working class, and [in which] 
black girls [are] often hypersexualised” (Tiidenberg 2017, p. 79; Dobson 2015). Furthermore, 
although the books directed to a white masculine audience tend to invoke princess imagery in 
order to relay their ideas about ideal evangelical girlhood, The Father-Daughter Talk and 
Queenology instead draw young feminine subjects as ‘queens’ (as opposed to ‘virginal 
princesses’), thus inferring the black girl’s always already impure status. 
 
The imbrication of sacred and secular in US society 
Considering that evangelical media production is often presumed to exist on the fringes of 
American society, it is important to preface this chapter – and hence contextualise this work’s 
place in this project (which is mainly concerned with dominant US formations of the father-
adolescent daughter relationship) – by noting that because evangelicals comprise 20-40 percent 
of the US population (Wuthnow 2007), and as evangelicalism “resides at the very center of 
recent American history” (Miller 2013, p.7), it “transcends the category of subculture” (Miller 
2014, p. 7). As Steven Patrick Miller (2014, p. 7) has insightfully proclaimed, “If recent 
American evangelicalism has been so significant, then perhaps it is not a subculture after all.” 
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Similarly, Amy Johnson Frykholm (2004, p. 83) has observed that the reach of evangelical 
media texts (such as novels) in broader US culture contradicts assumptions “that 
evangelicalism can be rather neatly sifted out from the rest of the population.” Whilst a “vast 
and robust parallel culture … that often has little need for interaction with the secular world on 
the ‘outside’” (Stevens & Giberson 2011, p. 10) continues to thrive, its influence on the rest of 
the nation – as most patently exemplified by the impact of evangelical institutions on federal 
policy-making – is indicative of how “its footprint has extended far beyond the number of 
people who might fairly be called evangelical” (Miller 2014, p. 7). Importantly, a secular 
discursive emphasis on princesses that emerged at the turn of the twenty-first century, which 
precipitated an explosion of princess-themed products and films, surely should not be analysed 
in isolation from the arrival of the contemporary evangelical purity movement and father-
daughter purity ball. After all, this purity ritual is marketed as an opportunity for girls to spend 
a night at a glamorous ball and dress up ‘like a princess’. It is also critical to mention that this 
purity ritual materialised in 1999, the very same year that Disney launched its ‘Disney Princess’ 
brand, precipitating “a widespread obsession with princesses” (Nash 2015, p. 4) among tweens 
and teens. 
 
American scholar of religion Elizabeth Gish (2016, p. 33, original emphasis) responds to such 
concerns when broaching the question of “whether the popularity of princesses in secular 
culture has influenced its prevalence in conservative Christian rhetoric and vice versa.” Gish 
(2016, p. 33) surmises that the connection between them is much more complex than this and 
concludes that, just as the concerns of the male-headed family unit and the nation-state continue 
to sustain one other, “the similarities in conservative Christianity and popular culture can be 
read as an indication that these rhetorical systems are deeply woven together and mutually 
influential.” Therefore, fantasies of a household whereby fathers are strong/soft patriarchs and 
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daughters are chaste and submissive emblems of the family as well as the Christian nation-
state, are not confined to conservative evangelical parenting literature. Instead, they form the 
basis of dominant popular cultural conceptualisations of the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship. That is, secular paradigms of American family life, as exemplified in the girl teen 
princess films analysed in Chapter One, have been produced via the same kind of hetero-
patriarchal logics guiding evangelical media production, notwithstanding their emphasis on the 
daughter’s resistance to the father’s oppressive authority.  
 
Moreover, a vision of father-adolescent daughter kinship whereby the father concomitantly 
embodies old and new discourses of paternal masculinity while the daughter is required to be 
voiceless can also be seen in digital news mediations of Obama’s family life explored in 
Chapter Two. As I claim, in a similar way to Obama’s extremely controlled narrativisation of 
his relationship with Sasha and Malia, girl-rearing manuals written by Christian men 
fundamentally silence the voices of daughters. Therefore, in this chapter I call into question the 
assumption that evangelical cultural ideals exist on the fringes of American society and, in 
doing so, argue that conservative evangelical media forms work not merely in tandem with but 
in unity with secular popular culture, that is, to inform and reproduce ideal gendered 
subjectivities. 
 
Finally, in this analysis I recognise how conservative evangelical girl-rearing manuals 
consistently invoke neoliberal rhetorics of feminine liberation which are tied to notions of 
empowerment, confidence and personal choice, and are thus located in postfeminist discourses 
which proclaim the ‘pastness’ of feminism (Tasker & Negra 2007). Since the 1970s, 
evangelicals have attempted to depoliticise feminist discourse through the use of neoliberal 
language within these texts. To demonstrate, Miller (2014, p. 27) notes that evangelical gurus 
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of the 1970s “put their own spin on the familiar feminist slogan of ‘the personal is political,’ 
blessing conjugal pleasure … and parental discipline within the … stable confines of husband-
headed households and self-conscious heterosexuality.” More recently, male Christian authors 
have aggressively deployed liberal feminist discourses of empowerment and ‘agentic’ 
sexuality in their literature centred on raising ‘pure’ girls. Ryan Casey Kelly (2016, p. 14) has, 
for instance, noted that the evangelical purity movement’s appropriation of the feminist notion 
‘my body, my choice’ illustrates how the lexicon of feminist activists has “been stripped from 
[its] context and redirected to support the idea that virginity and biblical marriage can be 
counted among a number of empowering and fulfilling lifestyle choices for women.” 
According to this logic, sexual purity is only a choice for female empowerment “within the 
construct of gender essentialism” (Moslener 2015, p. 164) – the nineteenth century Victorian 
American gender ideology from which the movement emerged. Responding to such claims, 
here I maintain that postfeminist rhetoric utilised in this way reasserts white patriarchal 
authority and underscores the adolescent girl’s capacity for personal success as contingent on 
her ability to abstain from sex, as well as the father’s capacity to transmit sexual purity 
doctrines to his children.  
 
According to the authors of these sexual purity-focused texts, sexual modesty is girl power 
and, in this manner, feminism (and not patriarchy) is the true oppressor (Gardner 2011). 
Furthermore, an intimate bond with and dependence on the father is understood as the key to 
true liberation. Saba Mahmood (2005, p. 10) has claimed that whilst from the viewpoint of 
progressives the women’s piety movement in Egypt “may appear to be a case of deplorable 
passivity and docility,” it might be otherwise conceived as a form of agency by those from 
within the “structures of subordination that create its conditions of enactment.” As such, 
“agential capacity is entailed not only in those acts that resist norms but also in the multiple 
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ways in which one inhabits norms” (Mahmood 2005, p. 10). Accordingly, what might be 
perceived by some as compulsory heterosexuality and institutionalised sexual repression is 
understood by others as “a powerful act of agential liberation” (Gardner 2011, p. 86) from an 
oppressive liberal regime.  
 
Like the girl teen princess films examined in Chapter One, conservative evangelical girl-
rearing manuals construct white, middle-class girls and young women as ideal neoliberal 
subjects who are largely capable of self-transformation and accordingly serve as paradigms of 
neoliberalism’s self-regulating girl. These male-authored self-help texts align white, middle-
class, heterosexual evangelical girls with postfeminist notions of confidence, growth and self-
empowerment. However, they also construct the very same feminine exemplars as incapable 
of pursuing a path of ‘purity’ (and thus attaining princess status) in the absence of a ‘hands-on’ 
and watchful ‘godly’ father. In this sub-genre of evangelical parenting literature, self-
confidence is understood as seized via the two ‘fathers’ despite operating to emphasise the 
girl’s self-regulation and locate her insecurities “within a newly upgraded form of confident 
subjectivity” (Gill & Orgad 2017, p. 16) which situates purity (and accordingly spiritual 
transcendence) as the solution to the structural barriers reinforcing racial, class and gender 
hierarchies. As I contend, these advice manuals appropriate neoliberal rhetorics of confidence 
and self-esteem as ruminated on in Gill and Orgad’s (2017, p. 16) work on “how confidence 
works as a technology of the self, exhorting women and girls to act upon themselves” and is 
articulated in extremely standardised ways which “disavow any difference between and among 
women.” As I argue, these texts refer to empowerment rhetoric to the extent that they embody 
an ‘aggressive individualism’ which ultimately reinforces structural barriers that reproduce the 
desired racial, class and gender hierarchies (McRobbie 2009).  
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Daughters as ‘princess-brides’ and fathers as ‘purity warriors’  
Like the early-2000s girl teen princess films examined in Chapter One, conservative 
evangelical parenting manuals written primarily for men about raising girls such as That’s My 
Girl: How a Father’s Love Protects and Empowers His Daughter (2012), Prized Possession: 
“A Father’s Journey in Raising His Daughter” (2013) and Be the Dad She Needs You to Be 
(2014) recall classic elements of the fairy tale and envisage non-poor white girls as ‘regal 
princesses’. Yet in contrast to girl teen princess films, these texts are rather located in 
contemporary evangelical purity discourse, which is facilitated in this literature via a fairy tale 
framework “wherein the ‘princess-bride’ symbolizes the culmination of ‘authentic purity’ and 
‘righteous femininity’” (Reimer 2016, p. 56). Like the Disney-style fairy tale, these manuals 
perpetuate what Jack David Zipes (1995) describes in his essay ‘Breaking the Disney Spell’ as 
a ‘male myth’ that girls are largely omitted from the action despite usually serving as 
protagonists: “the action of the tale swirls around her in the form of the beast and the male 
rider” (Gardner 2011, p. 66). As I maintain here, the girl’s status as a potentially imperilled 
‘princess’ in these texts re-situates the father at the centre of the narrative, that is, as a defender 
and nurturer.  
 
Conservative evangelical girl-rearing manuals instruct fathers to cherish their daughters as 
‘regal princesses’ whose purity equips them with “unique gifts and powers” (Payleitner 2013, 
p. 55), and who are threatened by ostensibly deceitful young men. Because of young male 
‘predators’, fathers are constructed in this literature as their daughter’s ‘purity warrior’. Fathers 
are called to ‘rescue’ their daughter(s) from boys and young men who are “primed to take 
advantage of them” (Smyth 2013, p. 41). It is typical for these authors to depict fathers as fierce 
protectors and mentors to their princess-daughters, adept with the power to influence their 
sexual decision-making and protect them from the ostensible physical, emotional and social 
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ramifications of premarital sex. As Kevin Leman (2014, p. 91) cautions in Be the Dad She 
Needs You to Be, “The consequences – venereal diseases, a broken heart, intimacy problems, 
pregnancy outside marriage – are too severe for you not to take this one seriously.” 
Emphasising that girls’ ‘purity success’ rests on the shoulders of their fathers, in these manuals 
men are urged to become righteous ‘purity warriors’ who are ready and able to protect their 
‘vulnerable’ daughters from sexual predators, ostensibly corrupting media influences and the 
countless ramifications of premarital sex, at any given cost. 
 
According to evangelical purity discourse, for the Christian-girl princess to have her ‘happily 
ever after’ she must fall for a Prince Charming – a symbol of Jesus Christ and an earthly 
husband – and accordingly become a ‘virginal bride’ (Mally 2006; Reimer 2016). These 
parenting manuals claim that to achieve salvation and live blissfully “with their Heavenly 
‘Prince’ in Eternity” (Reimer 2016, p. 92), the girl is required to ‘keep intact’ her virtue and 
reproductive potential for her future husband. This is exemplified in Be the Dad She Needs You 
to Be when Leman warns, “If you have an adolescent daughter, it’s time to stand firm. The 
statistics for premarital sex are appalling. Do everything in your power to protect your daughter 
from becoming sexually active before marriage” (2014, p. 117). As Rick Johnson (2012, p. 
138) even advises, “If you are a hunter, let your daughter’s dates know that. They need to know 
you have guns and are not afraid to use them.” Like Leman (2014) and Payleitner (2013) 
demonstrate, within a theological framework in which the daughter is conceived as a princess, 
the girl is required to remain chaste in order to realise the life trajectory planned for her by 
God, as facilitated by her earthly father. Moreover, by invoking the territorial ‘dad with a 
shotgun’ trope that is resonant of Obama’s overprotective father act, this text is complicit in 
the perpetuation of a historically entrenched logic that the father owns his daughter’s sexuality, 
and must protect her honour with violence if necessary. The use of this stereotype also plays 
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into the idea that girls are fragile and helpless potential victims in need of ‘rescuing’, and thus 
ultimately serves to deny them of agency. 
 
In Prized Possession, Alan Smyth (2013) explains that one of the father’s most important roles 
is to ensure that his daughter recognises her ‘innate princess’ – viewing her body as highly 
valuable property. Smyth (2013) implies that ‘good’ evangelical fatherhood requires fathers to 
treat their daughters as royalty and encourage them to see themselves as cherished princesses, 
just as their Heavenly Father does: “How many problems could be avoided if somehow young 
girls could view themselves as God views them, and then live as though they believed it? What 
a gift we can give our girls!” In this example, Smyth (2013) explains that girls’ ability to view 
themselves as princesses (and thus ‘worthy’ of respect) is contingent on the ‘good’ Christian 
father, who possesses the ‘unique’ ability to venerate his daughter and accordingly instil in her, 
through his ‘fatherly love’, self-respect and confidence.  
 
In Prized Possession, the kind of ‘love yourself as you are’ rhetoric at the core of what Gill 
and Orgad (2017) define as ‘confidence (cult)ure’ is reappropriated to individualise and 
consequently depoliticise girls’ feelings of self-doubt and insecurity. This refigured rhetoric 
asking girls to ‘love themselves as God loves them’ naturally conflates girls’ self-worth and 
their acceptance by the ‘two fathers’, therefore reasserting the correlation between girls’ self-
respect and paternal veneration. Whilst this sentiment denotes Smyth’s (2013) aspiration to see 
Christian fathers positively impacting on their daughters’ sense of self, the ‘gift’ that Smyth 
(2013) asks fathers to impart to their adolescent and young adult daughters is basically the 
desire and ability to remain abstinent until marriage. In this case, Smyth (2013) directly 
correlates girls’ self-respect with their capacity to withhold sexual relations, which reinforces 
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the conservative evangelical assumption that girls who engage in sex before marriage are 
accountable for diminishing their own self-worth. 
 
In these texts, girls are conceived as potential ‘princess-brides’ who will soon enough marry a 
‘prince’, perform the role of subservient wife, and eventually mother (Reimer 2016). Like 
Disney-style iterations of the fairy tale, the ‘good Christian daughter’ is conceived in these 
parenting manuals (and, in some instances, sees herself) as a ‘treasured princess’ under the 
authority of God and her earthly father. In a chapter of Prized Possession which shares the 
stories of “the kind of girls you’d be proud to have your daughter turn out to be like” (2013, p. 
127), Smyth (2013, p. 154) cites the personal reflections of ‘Cindy’: “I have bad days and lose 
my way at times, but deep down, my dad’s faithful love reminds me that I’m a precious 
daughter of the King.” Moreover, in a chapter of Dads and Daughter entitled ‘Does She Know 
She’s a Princess?’, James C. Dobson (2013, p. 75) reminisces about a conversation he had with 
his daughter, in which she explained to him, “to be a princess is to be considered beautiful, to 
be pursued, and to see all your hopes and dreams come true.” Dobson’s daughter’s response to 
his question about why the princess fantasy is captivating to her demonstrates how traditional 
gender roles are reinforced via princess imagery, as well as the optimistic and overly simplistic 
vision of the future that it encourages girls to desire.  
 
The fairy tale paradigm invokes a very specific prescription for how the father-adolescent 
daughter relationship (and thus essentialised gender roles in the context of the family) should 
be lived out. In traditional fairy tale narratives, princesses are often “passive, delicate, and 
fragile” (Gish 2016, p. 13). According to this frame, girls must play the ‘sacrificial virgin’ who 
forgoes her natural yearnings and pursues a life path she may not have imagined for herself in 
order to serve the ‘greater good’, and is reminiscent of heroines in Ancient Greek mythology 
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such as the daughter of King Agamemnon, Iphigenia. This speaks to views held by the leaders 
of the contemporary purity movement that stipulate girls’ commitment to sexual purity as the 
key to America’s ‘moral rejuvenation’ (Moslener 2015). In this strand of purity literature, it is 
always the king who has the power to marry off his daughter and the prince who is required to 
save her by acting as the ‘knight in shining armour’ (Gish 2016). In this vein, the ideal father-
adolescent daughter bond, as endorsed via conservative evangelical girl-rearing literature, 
closely relies on traditional-patriarchal fairy tale traditions.  
 
As well as invoking fairy tale and princess imagery in a similar way to Prized Possession, 
Dobson’s Bringing Up Girls explicitly acknowledges the role of fairy tale imagery in enabling 
the leaders of the contemporary purity movement to indoctrinate girls into abstinence culture. 
In Bringing Up Girls, Dobson (2010, p. 119) advises readers that the ‘princess movement’ 
“helps to counter some of the degrading stuff thrown at girls.” He maintains that by 
encouraging girls to look and act like princesses, fathers can help counter the destructive 
influence of ‘sexualised products’ targeted to tweens, teens and young women by secular 
cultural industries, namely the fashion and entertainment industries. In doing so, Dobson 
(2010) capitalises on the contemporary princess figure, which combines “vulnerability, beauty, 
Disney-style commercialism, and childhood” (Maddox 2013, p. 20) and constitutes a restrictive 
and regressive postfeminist ideal of girlhood, reproducing femininity as defined by the 
ideology of Christian masculinity. Essentially, his approach serves as an anti-feminist strategy 
for indoctrinating girls into Christian femininity. Dobson (2010) assumes the commercial 
success of princess products that demonstrate themes associated with postfeminism such as 
emancipation, individuality and personal empowerment (the commodification of feminist 
messages of girl power) are evidence of the twenty-first century ‘can-do’ girl’s amenability to 
self-improvement and (thus) self-empowerment (Walters 2017).  
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Dobson (2010) reinforces a conservative evangelical conception of the ideal white, non-poor 
evangelical girl subject as susceptible to sexual corruption. He also highlights the potential for 
personal empowerment for girls as a result of complying with the earthly father’s promise to 
ensure that her chaste body is protected. That is, until he is able to provide her with a fairy tale 
marriage to a worthy suitor. The pervasiveness of this notion within the media productions of 
purity culture is exemplified when Dobson (2010, p. 270) cites a girl who had recently made a 
purity covenant at a father-daughter purity ball: “And as he escorted me to the dancefloor, I 
felt empowered by his promise to [go to] war for my heart through his life of purity, and I knew 
my life would never be the same again.”  
 
In Chapter One, I argued that modern-day renditions of the princess story offer their feminine 
adolescent protagonists a level of autonomy and authority beyond marriage and maternity, 
illustrating that “finding fissures and breaks in the traditional narrative” (Gish 2016, p. 13) is 
possible. Yet the conceptualisation of girls as princesses in conservative evangelical girl-
rearing manuals clearly operates as a mechanism for reinscribing traditional gender roles, 
serving to revalidate a hierarchical father-adolescent daughter relationship conducive to the 
recuperation of white male Christian power. Problematically then, the fairy tale framework – 
as a mechanism of the evangelical purity movement – portrays abstinence as the key to future 
happiness and success and disregards the multitude of emotional, psychological and social 
consequences of purity rituals. Dobson’s and Smyth’s examples of girls’ self-representation as 
princesses demonstrates that the construction of girls as princesses in evangelical media 
production serves to advocate a complementarian discursive framework which assumes man 
and God’s sameness, reasserts patriarchal power structures and accordingly rejects the 
possibility that girls are sexually desiring subjects. 
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Pentecostal theologians have discussed the connection between the patriarchal ‘theology of 
submission’ that reinforces traditional gender roles and the pervasiveness of fairy tale imagery 
in evangelical culture which conceptualises the girl as a princess “in medieval terms of 
commodity in the currency of territorial feudalism” (Grey 2015, p. 83). As Jacquie Grey (2015) 
explains, ‘princess theology’ often leads girls to idolise the physical body and correspondingly 
precipitates feelings of self-loathing and shame for girls who “fall short of the glory of their 
god” (Barger 2003, p. 36). Grey (2015, p. 83-84) notes that the ‘princess myth’ can be deployed 
to celebrate the beauty reflecting the life journey of girls and women “with all the scars and 
hopes of that process,” yet is often used “to reinforce the medieval construct of women as 
passive or helpless, as a transferable commodity, or an assistant to a real power-holder of the 
prince or king.” Alternatively, as Grey (2015) suggests, princess imagery should be used to 
encourage girls and women to take up their reign as ‘God’s daughters’ by serving and leading 
via engagement with the church, community and procreation. Whilst princess discourse 
deployed in the girl-rearing manuals analysed here invokes a fairy tale framework as part of a 
strategy for policing girls’ sexualities, emergent scholarship on the effects of ‘princess 
theology’ (also quite problematically) attests to the importance of invoking princess imagery 
as a means of ‘lifting the eyes’ of girls from the ‘vanity’ and ‘self-worship’ routinely asserted 
by evangelists as associated with secular girlhood, to re-focus their energies to fulfilling their 
duties as the daughters of God. 
 
Like the girl teen princess films addressed in Chapter One, the literature analysed in this chapter 
reveals that the pursuit of princesshood, in evangelical culture, also serves as a metaphor for 
the achievement of perfectionism in accordance with hegemonic patriarchal discourses of 
femininity, in this case in the eyes of God. Moreover, as the princess identity is a paragon of 
the ‘true feminine ideal’ in conservative evangelical culture, the girl’s capacity to exist as a 
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princess is unavoidably defined by her ability and desire to embody the traits and roles 
associated with godly versions of femininity, for instance, chastity then marriage and child-
rearing. This logic suggests a level of compulsory heterosexuality (Rich 1982) that makes 
monogamous heterosexual coupledom a requisite of princess identity. Thus, for queer 
adherents of conservative evangelical denominations, the attainment of ‘authentic’ 
princesshood, in the eyes of God and their community members, is an unimaginable prospect. 
Thus, the idealised father-adolescent daughter relationship, as envisaged in these texts via 
princess imagery, hinges on heteronormative ideals of girls and women as devoted daughters 
and future-wives, and substantiates a ‘kyriarchal pyramid’ of exploitation and domination.  
 
It is certainly not coincidental that the men producing these texts appropriate fairy tale logics 
which fortify the power imbalance that ultimately serve to preserve the white, non-poor man’s 
position at the top of the pyramid, especially in conservative evangelical communities. If, as 
Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza (2001) argues, a kyriarchal pyramid preserves all interlinking 
oppressions and social orders based on race, gender, class, sexuality, culture and (dis)ability 
and, most vitally “cannot be toppled except when the basis or bottom of the structure – which 
consists of the exploitation of multiply oppressed wo/men – becomes liberated” (2013, p. 243) 
it remains crucial to analyse the role of ‘princess theology’ as it is deployed in evangelical girl-
rearing literature, in promoting an idealised vision of the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship. These religious texts, as it has become clear, are instrumental in buttressing the 
white patriarchal structures that omit the voices and existence of those who occupy the lower 
levels of the hierarchy (namely non-white women and queer people), and thus prevent the 
development of effective counter-discourses to evangelical paradigms of gender, race, class 
and sexuality.  
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‘Kings produce queens’: postfeminist discourse in conservative evangelical literature 
directed to an African-American audience 
As I established in the previous section, evangelical parenting literature written by white 
Christian men about raising daughters construct the ideal version of the father-adolescent 
daughter relationship in terms of culturally ingrained hierarchies of race and ethnicity. Just as 
princess films work in line with postfeminism’s regime of racial exclusion (Butler 2013), these 
texts comparably marginalise non-white girls by harking back to pre-feminist media production 
(Macaluso 2016) whereby ideal femininity (and hence princesshood) is synonymous with 
whiteness. As the princess’s whiteness mirrors her spiritual purity and vice versa, by using 
princess imagery the authors of these books are able to situate young feminine adherents of 
purity culture as ‘authentic’ agents of moral rejuvenation. Having acknowledged the princess 
as a highly racialised identity, here I turn to the books of African-American pastor RC Blakes 
Jr. in order to examine discourses of the father-adolescent daughter relationship for an African-
American audience. As I demonstrate, in line with the assumption that white girls are inherently 
pure and therefore princesses, the raced dimension of evangelical literature concerning the 
father-adolescent daughter relationship targeted to non-white audiences confirms that the ideal 
father-adolescent daughter relationship is white. It constructs black girls and women as 
inherently ‘broken’ ‘queens’ who must find it within themselves to return to their ‘thrones’. 
 
In contrast to the girl-rearing manuals written by white Christian men, in The Father-Daughter 
Talk and Queenology, Blakes Jr. speaks directly to fathers and black girls/women. Blake Jr.’s 
self-representation as an emancipator of black feminine congregants is demonstrated in 
Queenology (2017, ‘Introduction’) when he claims, “I believe that there is something deeply 
prophetic about me, as a man, striving to restore spiritual and psychological balance to the way 
women think.” Associating non-white women with the ‘issue’ of fatherlessness, Blakes Jr. 
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capitalises on stereotypes of absent black fatherhood in order to figure himself as a paternalised 
saviour who is responsible for and capable of ‘empowering’ African-American girls to break 
free from an entrenched cycle of poverty, domestic abuse and single motherhood historically 
attached to African-American culture. As he remarks in The Father-Daughter Talk, “Today, 
this fatherless generation of women have so assimilated to the perverted male culture … not at 
all offended when their men refer to them as ‘bitches’” (2014, ‘Introduction’). As I reiterate in 
this section, whilst invoking the so-called crisis of black fatherhood to justify his audience’s 
need for a paternally figured mentor, he also rationalises his role as a leader of girls and women 
by identifying low self-esteem and confidence as an entirely personal problem that, with his 
careful guidance (and thus by purchasing his books and merchandise), can be overcome 
through individualising neoliberal solutions.  
 
The Father-Daughter Talk and Queenology encapsulate the neoliberal logic of evangelical 
literature focused on the father-adolescent daughter relationship. This is mainly because they 
embody the juncture between postfeminist discourses of self-empowerment and confidence, 
post-racial neoliberal notions of liberation and theological notions about the father’s capacity 
to facilitate the daughter’s spiritual transcendence. In these texts, Blakes Jr. invokes 
individualising postfeminist logics to assure presumed father-absent feminine readers that his 
purpose as God’s representative is to “empower women to succeed in life, even against the 
odds” (2014, ‘Introduction’). Additionally, Blakes Jr. calls on backlash discourse to reiterate 
his alignment with evangelical tenets. As he stipulates in Queenology (2017, ‘Introduction’), 
his mission is to “awaken the ruler” within girls and young women and “is not another brand 
of feminism, rather, this is a kingdom order.” In The Father-Daughter Talk (2014 ‘Your Value 
is Not Determined by Your Relationship with a Man’), Blakes Jr. similarly reiterates that God 
is capable of ‘empowering’ girls and women to act self-sufficiently, though (naturally) through 
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the Lord’s earthly representatives such as himself: “Why idly wait for a man to bring you 
happiness, success, and acclaim when you are empowered by your heavenly Father to provide 
these things for yourself.”  
 
In Queenology, Blakes Jr. (2017, ‘Introduction’, original emphasis) states, “As a biological 
father of three young women, I have always endeavoured to communicate their royalty through 
my words and deeds. There has always been something within me that recognised my role in 
cementing their queen-consciousness.” This quotation exemplifies how he accentuates his role 
in exalting his daughters into ‘queens’ and accordingly solidifies his essential role as a stand-
in for God in fostering confident, empowered and self-respecting young women. Also 
emphasised by this comment is the complete privileging of the father’s voice in the 
construction of daughterhood, which is in fact characteristic of the broader sub-category. 
Namely, Blakes Jr.’s assertion that he is ‘the father of daughters’ and seeks to elevate his girls 
to ‘queen’ status via his self-representation as a godly (and thus sovereign) representative of 
the Heavenly Father is evocative of Obama’s self-congratulatory black manhood, which I 
argued in Chapter Two was an essential element of his public image as an exemplar of African-
American paternity, and thus capable sovereign protector. 
 
In The Father-Daughter Talk and Queenology, rhetorics of self-improvement and self-esteem 
are pervasive. Whilst the parenting manuals mentioned in the previous sections primarily 
appeal to postfeminist discourses of empowerment and choice, the books produced by Blakes 
Jr. which speak to and of a feminine audience, invoke individualising postfeminist notions of 
confidence in a way that clarifies and confirms that girls and women are most often the subjects 
and addressees of neoliberal self-help rhetoric. As this suggests, self-help discourse is most 
commonly directed to girls and women because they constitute, in broader Western society, as 
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ideal agents of self-determination and self-work (Taylor 2012a; Henderson & Taylor 2019). 
Blakes Jr. invokes postfeminist self-help discourses but largely for the purpose of recoiling 
feminism’s gains. As examined, in his books he is upfront that his self-help literature is an 
alternative to feminism and suggests that it is unnecessary in the lives of his young feminine 
readers. Crucially, by describing God as a replacement for feminism, Blakes Jr. makes a 
distinction between faith and feminism and problematically reiterates their incompatibility. 
Therefore, in accordance with ‘princess theology’, neoliberal postfeminist logics are deployed 
in this literature to deter his devotees from engaging with secular feminist ideology.   
 
As I have already briefly touched on, through his emphasis on self-improvement Blakes Jr. 
prescribes individual solutions to problems that stem from America’s long history of sexism 
and racism. This is perfectly exemplified in the foreword of Queenology written by his 
Jamaican-born wife, Lisa Blakes, where she is explicit about the book’s key message that girls 
and women can become ‘queens’ “regardless of life’s challenges” (Blakes Jr. 2017, 
‘Introduction’). As she notes, “My grandmother has been abused and broken, and I am no 
exception – yes, I have been abused and broken! Can a broken woman be a queen? How can 
she rise up from the ashes and tap into the queen inside?” Blakes Jr. (2017, ‘Foreword’) 
establishes the book’s emphasis on ‘authenticity’ – the idea that girls and young women must 
find their ‘inner-queen’ through self-work. It also accentuates that to be “empowered by a no-
nonsense approach to life, love and business” you must look within yourself for solutions to 
marginalisation tied to racism and poverty. “Your identity and value,” as Blakes. Jr. (2017, 
‘Introduction’) states, are not contingent “on your circumstances.”  
 
Blakes Jr.’s emphasis on queen imagery serves to highlight the father’s ability to awaken the 
‘true’ identity of girls and young women. As he notes, “this is a father speaking to the heart of 
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his daughter – it’s a king speaking to a queen to simply remind you of your heritage and your 
destiny.” Blakes Jr. (2017, ‘Introduction’) invokes the idea of ‘queenology’, or the ‘study’ of 
queens, as a way of gesturing to the already ‘broken’ girl’s or woman’s potential to heal herself 
with the aid of godly paternal guardians. Queenology, as Blakes Jr. (2017, ‘Introduction’, 
original emphasis) exclaims, “is my way of saying broken or not, you are still queen.” 
Moreover, as he remarks in The Father-Daughter Talk (2014, ‘Introduction), “many women 
have been stymied by fatherless homes and manipulative men. The personal perspective of 
most women has been broken.” Prescribing self-work and self-care in tandem with the father’s 
(and hence God’s) involvement in the process of ‘fixing’ oneself, Blakes Jr.’s books overlook 
the persistence of capitalism, racism, sexism and elite white power as origins of the black 
woman’s disenfranchisement.  
 
Furthermore, by laying down individual solutions for social problems originating out of 
systemic racism, these texts valorise postfeminist and post-racial discourses of self-
responsibility, self-esteem, confidence and choice. Therefore, whilst there is a clear distinction 
between how ‘authentic’ femininity is negotiated in girl-rearing manuals written by white men 
for white men versus those written by black men for black girls and women, they similarly 
invoke neoliberal postfeminist language in order to reassert the girl as an emblem of self-
transformation. Nonetheless, the extent to which the rhetoric defining evangelical self-help 
literature directed at non-white audiences illustrates how, as a predominately white and 
ideologically coherent body of texts, evangelical girl-rearing manuals produced by men 
articulate (and reaffirm) racialised understandings of non-white girls as always already 
sexually maligned subjects.  
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Girls as ‘gifts’ from Heaven, fathers as ‘visions of the Almighty’ 
Here I call attention to a significant parallel between the representational practices defining 
secular popular cultural representations of postfeminist fatherhood and those within 
evangelical girl-rearing manuals produced by Christian men. Just as Hamad (2014, p. 2) has 
claimed that a tendency to depict men as fathers has precipitated “the negotiation of hegemonic 
masculinity” through postfeminist fatherhood in a plethora of Hollywood films, to a similar 
degree the texts analysed here discursively privilege the father, and hence omit the mother, by 
emphasising his unique involvement in the spiritual growth of the daughter. The significance 
of the father-adolescent daughter relationship to the contemporary purity movement is reflected 
in conservative evangelical rhetoric and girl-rearing manuals, all of which envisage fathers as 
God’s earthly substitutes, and daughters as gifts given to them by God, and then to their future 
spouses. These books exemplify how masculinity is equated with divinity through the act of 
fathering in conservative evangelical networks (Aune 2010).  
 
When considering these books, Projansky’s (2001, p. 86) argument that in postfeminist screen 
texts men “take on markers of femininity, even discourses of (particular versions of feminism), 
[but] they nevertheless do so without giving up their centrality in the narrative” comes to mind. 
As I maintain here, the embrace, in conservative evangelical culture, of “an active and 
expressive approach to fatherhood” (Wilcox 2004, p. 110) does not come at the cost of the 
father’s authority and centrality in Christian discourses of parenting. In fact, W. Bradford 
Wilcox (2004, p. 9) maintains that the ‘soft patriarchs’ of evangelical Protestantism come 
“closer to approximating the iconic new man than either mainline or unaffiliated men” because 
of their embodiment of “a neotraditional body of fatherhood that encompasses extensive 
paternal involvement, positive emotional work, and a strict, controlled disciplinary style.” As 
these texts affirm, the Christian father who distinguishes contemporary evangelical parenting 
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literature not only epitomises the circuitous cultural logic of postfeminist masculinity but is a 
descendant of the archetypal postfeminist father: the emotionally labouring father.  
 
In conservative evangelical purity discourse, girls ideally follow a trajectory of spiritual 
development in which the father, as ‘high priest’ of the home (Gish 2016), takes up the role of 
God’s emissary. Accordingly, the capacity of mothers as mentors and moral guides is 
undermined, or otherwise completely omitted. As Kristin Aune (2010, p. 174) explains, 
conservative evangelical rhetoric reveals that ‘divine masculinity’ has no equivalent in 
femininity. This notion is exemplified in Bringing Up Girls when Dobson (2010, p. 22) claims 
that fathers are protectors and spiritual mentors of God’s ‘earthly’ daughters: “Children are a 
gift from God, and we (fathers) are stewards of their welfare. Training up our daughters in this 
sense implies helping them to navigate the cultural minefields that lie in their paths – teaching 
them eternal values, talents, and perspectives.” Similarly, in Be the Dad She Needs You to Be 
Leman (2014, p. 22) proclaims, “And if that Dad is a man of faith, he all of a sudden takes on 
the awesome responsibility of representing almighty God himself.” These perspectives, which 
are typical of this literature, demonstrate how in evangelical culture the father is the crux of 
girls’ wellbeing and spiritual growth, while mothers are assigned to ‘hands-on’ domestic 
parenting tasks.  
 
Conservative evangelical girl-rearing manuals tend to conceptualise the father-adolescent 
daughter relationship as a pathway for girls’ access to God. Consequently, these texts establish 
the father’s position as a vision of the Heavenly Father. In this strand of literature, fathers are 
considered irreplaceable because of their capacity to indoctrinate girls into the evangelical 
Christian faith, enforcing their abidance to the guidelines for sexual purity (most crucially by 
committing to abstinence until marriage), in alignment with the contemporary evangelical 
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purity movement. This is shown when Dobson (2010, p. 207) exclaims in Bringing Up Girls, 
“We have heard repeatedly today that some of you have felt estranged from God because your 
dads failed to affirm you. It is a natural mistake to make because our fathers are often a visual 
image of the Almighty.” According to this logic, a fractured relationship with the father equals 
a disconnect with God and thus severance from a ‘lifestyle of purity’. A disconnect between 
father and daughter (or otherwise father absence) is interpreted as a catalyst for a severed 
relationship with God which, according to the tenets of evangelicalism, represents a barrier to 
girls’ ‘purity success’. As such, the father’s role as a visual image of God reiterates his essential 
place in his daughter’s movement towards ‘authentic’ Christian womanhood. 
 
By constructing female power as derivative of the Heavenly Father, these texts emphasise the 
father’s divinity and consequently (though certainly not accidentally) reiterate the normative 
Christian household as male-headed. As Payleitner (2013) underscores, the father – and only 
the father – is responsible for transmitting ‘power’ to his daughter(s). As he (2013, p. 4) 
explains, it is the father’s responsibility to ensure that his daughter sees herself as “the most 
precious and beautiful girl in the world,” so very capable that “she does not need to depend on 
others for her personal fulfilment. She’s not entitled, but empowered.” Payleitner’s attitude is 
typical of how – in alignment with contemporary mainstream media texts – these parenting 
manuals position both the earthly father and Holy Father as a mechanism of the girl’s 
empowerment. Furthermore, when Johnson calls on fathers in That’s My Girl (2012, p. 214) to 
“Empower her to believe in herself by teaching her how special she is in your eyes and in God’s 
eyes,” he seeks to affirm the conservative evangelical view of girls as dependant on approval 
from the ‘two fathers’. By emphasising that girls and young women rely on the 
biological/Heavenly Father to achieve self-determination, Johnson (2012) contradicts and 
undermines his previous comments about the girl not needing to depend on anyone else to 
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develop self-esteem (and thus not ‘degrade’ herself). As facilitators of the girl’s empowerment, 
fathers are thus imagined via these manuals as pivotal in relation to the girl’s ‘choice’ to 
preserve her sexual innocence and accordingly find her ‘inner princess’. 
 
The conceptualisation of the father as a substitute form, messenger of and instructor on God in 
this literature further clarifies how the father is centred in conservative evangelical networks, 
that is, at the expense of the mother’s relevance in the evangelical familial metanarrative. 
Smyth’s (2013, p. 66) proclamation in Prized Possession that “… fathers are to model to their 
daughters … how precious, protected, accepted and beloved they are in their Heavenly Father’s 
eyes” reflects the views of all the men authoring this sub-genre. However, underscoring the 
father’s role as the primary moral guardian and protector of girls, they concurrently construct 
mothers as uninvolved in and unimportant to girls’ paths to purity, heterosexual marriage and 
motherhood. Dobson’s 2011 book Dads and Daughters more explicitly undermines the 
capacity for mothers to protect their daughter’s purity. As he remarks, “Girls who live with 
their mothers only have significantly less ability to control impulses and delay gratification, 
and have a weaker sense of conscience about right and wrong” (2013, p. 72). Here, Dobson 
highlights the unparalleled moral value of the father-adolescent daughter relationship (Gish 
2016). In That’s My Girl, Johnson states: “While a mother might seem to be the natural one to 
fulfil this requirement for verbal communication, a father’s words are very powerful” (Johnson 
2012, p. 72). Similarly, when Johnson (2013, p. 58) states “While a mother might seem to be 
the natural one to fulfil [the daughter’s] requirement for verbal communication, a father’s 
words are very powerful,” he subtly undermines the power of mothers and emphasises the 
father’s ostensibly more significant role as a guide for his daughter(s). 
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Although these books refer to the mother’s worth as an exemplar of biblical femininity, their 
preoccupation with the father-adolescent daughter relationship essentially omits motherhood 
altogether. The omission of the mother is characteristic of media texts emanating from the 
contemporary US evangelical purity movement. Nonetheless, the marginalisation of mothers, 
as I have previously argued, is not just a specifically evangelical phenomenon; it has in fact 
been a fixture in US cinematic and televisual texts since the 1980s (Hamad 2014). As I have 
clarified, the normalisation of the postfeminist father who tends toward “a model of fatherhood 
that is … adept at negotiating a balance and/or discursive confluence of private sphere 
paternalism” (Hamad 2014, p. 2) has consequently required the mother’s relegation in 
mainstream US popular culture. As in secular popular culture, the unrivalled authority of the 
‘soft patriarch’ produced via this evangelical literature similarly depends on the discursive 
elision of maternity. As these texts patently exemplify, the placement of mothers at the 
periphery enables the father’s unsurpassed authority, which is also facilitated via his 
positioning as a messenger or representative for God, and sometimes even a literal embodiment 
of God. 
 
Whilst an evangelical viewpoint of the father as a messenger of God has problematic 
implications regarding the construction of Christian motherhood, the conceptualisation of the 
father in these texts as an ‘image of God’ also entails the conceptualisation of girls as 
spiritually, emotionally and psychologically reliant upon their fathers. In correspondence with 
the princess imagery previously discussed, the formation of fathers as representatives of God 
in this literature has significant consequences for how girls are positioned in conservative 
evangelical culture – what they are assumed to necessitate from their guardians, to what extent 
they desire a connection with God and how they are expected to negotiate sex, intimacy and 
friendship. Produced from the perspective of mainly white, masculine celebrity evangelists, the 
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correlation between fathering and divinity clearly recapitulates unequal power relations 
between girls and their fathers, in which girls’ decision-making is arbitrated by a paternal figure 
who restricts her freedom to embark on a path of sexual self-discovery. Therefore, in a similar 
way to the patriarchal-postfeminist fathers figures I critically examined in the previous 
chapters, the domesticated men imagined in this strand of parenting literature illustrate how 
hegemonic masculinity is recalibrated via contemporary evangelical discourses on the father-
adolescent daughter relationship, whereby the role of mothers is underplayed and the father is 
imagined as a wellspring of power, which he must utilise to guide his daughter towards 
transcendence.  
 
 Sexualisation, ‘can-do/at-risk’ girlhood and the father as ‘obstructer’ of secular culture 
In this section, I shift my focus to how the appropriation of secular discourses on the 
‘sexualisation’ of girls by the authors of these texts is conducive to the centring of fathers in 
evangelical discourses on girlhood sexuality. Conservative evangelical girl-rearing manuals 
prescribe fatherly protection and guidance as a solution to the ‘corruption’ of girls by the 
mainstream media, thus positioning ‘earthly fathers’ as integral allies in their daughters’ “fight 
for purity of heart, mind and body” (Hiramine 2012, p. 146). To fortify a connection between 
the sexual purity and spiritual/moral development of girls, these publications rely upon 
contemporary sexualisation logic that automatically links girls’ exposure to a ‘sex-obsessed’ 
media and consumption of salacious cultural materials to the ‘internalisation’ and 
‘actualisation’ of ‘defiled femininity’ (Egan 2013). By invoking media and policy discourses 
on sexualisation, these parenting manuals position girls as likely ‘victims’ of “an external 
culture that teases young people with the titillations of sexual experimentation” (Moslener 
2015, p. 13), whilst also prescribing paternal guidance as a remedy to the ‘dangerous’ outside 
world. 
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Here I illustrate how these manuals invoke the potentially vulnerable white (Christian) girl 
subject in order to give prominence to a narrative of risk which serves the purpose of warning 
parents about the consequences of their daughter’s engagement with the mainstream media, for 
example, how it may threaten her ‘purity success’, though also reiterates that the subjects of 
these texts (white girls) are always already vulnerable to ‘sexual temptation’ and ‘self-
destruction’. However, they also exemplify what scholars such as Christian Smith (1998), John 
P. Bartkowski (2004) and Kristin Aune (2010) have defined as a ‘distinctive engagement’ 
between secular cultural and conservative evangelical rhetoric. These texts illustrate that 
instead of requiring isolation from mainstream media culture, the strength and vibrancy of 
evangelical identity depends on “a progressive engagement between theology and culture” 
(Aune 2010, p. 182). As they are derivative of a ‘distinctive engagement’ between biblical and 
what are widely understood to be secular discourses on family life, conservative evangelical 
girl-rearing manuals are able to retain ideological distance from secular culture whilst 
accommodating to the “tastes, comforts and concerns” (Moslener 2015, p. 11) of middle-class 
Americans. Therefore, whilst this literature embodies and endorses conservative evangelical 
views and religio-political ideologies, they also express a synchronicity between evangelical 
and secular culture, particularly in terms of their reappropriation of mainstream policy and 
media discourses on the sexualisation of girls. 
 
Like the myriad of policy papers, think-tank reports, media stories and secular parenting 
manuals focused on sexualisation that have emerged from of the West since the 1990s, these 
books imagine girls as in jeopardy of internalising ‘sexualised commodities’ in the form of 
popular media, pornography, advertising and “new markets related to sexuality, such as 
stripping, cardio and pole dancing classes” (Harper et al. 2013, p. 4). This literature tends to 
resort to and/or incite moral panic over girls’ ‘risk’ of hypersexualisation, teen pregnancy and 
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the likes. As Smyth (2013, p. 41) warns in Prized Possession: “More than ever, girls are at risk, 
and more than ever before, boys are primed to take advantage of them.” In these publications, 
the notion of ‘risk’ is primarily cited in commentaries about the dangers for teenage girls of 
interiorising the values promoted by the ‘trainwreck’ girl-star of secular media culture 
(Projansky 2014). For instance, Smyth (2013, p. 33) proclaims that “our girls … are lacking 
healthy, wholesome role models in our media. There are some great young girls out there in 
the entertainment industry, but most of the ones making good choices stay out of the public 
eye.” Consequently, he establishes a clear boundary between the pure evangelical girl subjects 
of his book and the ‘bad girl’ celebrities of mainstream culture. Yet his remark also draws 
attention to the always-lurking possibility that secular media will seep into the minds of 
‘spiritually pure’ evangelical girls and consequently precipitate their downfall.   
 
By classifying girls as ‘princess-brides’, these texts reflect a conservative evangelical 
perspective of girls as passive and delicate ‘damsels in distress’. In this literature, sexual 
advances and sexualisation primarily happens to girls, and it is the father’s role – as his 
daughter’s ‘purity warrior’ – to shield her from anything which might obstruct her path to 
spiritual transcendence. As Johnson (2012, p. 184) exclaims in That’s My Girl, “Fight for your 
daughter’s virtue—and don’t apologize about it either. If you don’t fight for it, no one else will. 
Too many segments of our culture are calling her to throw away her purity. She needs her 
father to stand firm on this issue.” In this remark, Johnson (2012) relies on and reinforces the 
notion that girls depend on their fathers to protect them because they, nor their mothers, are 
capable of doing so themselves. Fathers, as Johnson (2012) implies, must come up against the 
secular cultural industries that are apparently commanding evangelical girls to self-sexualise, 
and thus abandon their vow to remain abstinent until marriage. Not unlike dominant media 
discourses on young femininity, in conservative evangelical girl-rearing literature, the girl 
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susceptible to failure takes the ‘wrong’ path; she is the embodied consequence of inadequate 
parental guidance, deficient Christian faith, poor self-restraint and negative life choices. The 
notion that ‘good’ evangelical girls need protection from their girl counterparts who are 
“sexually corrupting and revelled” (Egan 2013, p. 9) is clearly imbedded in these texts as they 
reinscribe a ‘can-do/at-risk’ discourse (Harris 2004) of feminine adolescence which 
“authorizes the surveillance and discipline not only of high-profile celebrities, but also of 
everyday girls” (Projansky 2015, p. 4). Evangelical girls are, according to the ‘can-do/at-risk’ 
dichotomy, morally and sexually pure until the external media, and their ‘polluted’ feminine 
adolescent counterparts, lure them into temptation.  
 
The consequence of internalising sexualised ideals and images of girlhood for feminine 
adolescent subjects is generally conceived in these books in terms of the impact that 
sexualisation has on the self-perception and self-worth of tweens and teens and the likelihood 
of girls engaging in pre-marital sex. As Smyth (2013, p. 32) informs us in Prized Possession, 
“The multi-billion dollar entertainment industry has spent far more resources, time, and energy 
in rearing her down, objectifying her, and referring to her as garbage. Today, our girls are seen 
as sexual, disposable objects. From magazines to billboards to commercials, movies, and 
songs, women’s bodies are being exploited and sexualized.” In this comment, the apparently 
monolithic media is constructed as predatory, authoritative and accountable for girls’ coercion 
into embodying ideal forms of femininity constituted via the cultural industries. Akin to 
contemporary sexualisation panic that “repeatedly indicts popular, commercialised culture” 
(Bragg 2015, p. 90) and divides girls “into the classed binaries of ‘innocent’ and ‘corrupted’, 
‘good girl’ and ‘sexualised’ child” (Dobson 2014, p. 100), the reasoning presented by Smyth 
(2013) is characteristic of how these texts overstate the media’s ‘negative’ impact on 
perceptions of girls and women. Stating that the media refers to ‘our girls’ as garbage, Smyth 
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(2013) catastrophises the media’s impact on girls in order to emphasise that twenty-first 
century American girls are ‘under attack’ and need ‘rescuing’ by the protective father who, as 
Obama’s paternalised public persona has served to reiterate, remains at the crux of the family, 
church and nation (Aune 2010).  
 
Blakes Jr. (‘The Father-Daughter Talk: Amazon.com’ 2014) also constructs girls and young 
women as potential victims of “the rapid and constant erosion of female dignity in our society,” 
which he associates with the popularisation of “video vixens, sex tapes, multiple sex partners, 
etc.” As he exclaims in The Father-Daughter Talk (2014, ‘A Real Man Will Always Settle 
with a Woman He Respects’), “Pop culture sends the message loud and clear: ‘You must 
behave as a whore to compete’.” Similarly, in That’s My Girl, Johnson (2012) dramatises the 
secular media’s impact on the sexual decision-making processes of girls. For example, “The 
sexualization of our children permeates every media outlet of our culture, from department 
store ads in the newspaper to music videos to movies and television. Our culture pressures girls 
to have sex at younger ages” (Johnson 2012, p. 135). As emphasised in this excerpt, Johnson 
(2012) presumes that girls who are exposed to the secular media naturally ‘internalise’ 
sexualised images and engage in sex at an earlier age. These examples thus point to how 
contemporary sexualisation discourse relies on a logic that the mimicking of sexualised 
behaviours by girls unequivocally leads them to engage in sex as a form of self-destruction. In 
a similar vein, Blakes Jr. (2014, ‘Introduction’) proclaims that today’s girls are at risk of being 
ushered “down the wrong path.” Blakes Jr. reproduces mainstream sexualisation discourse 
which figures girls “as passive in the extreme, open receptacles into which sexualization 
messages are deposited and then enacted” (Egan 2013, p. 27). Thus, by capitalising on 
mainstream panic concerning the girl’s ostensible porousness and manipulability, Blakes Jr. 
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justifies and fortifies evangelical anxieties about secularisation and the white girl’s sexual 
corruptibility.    
 
Like Johnson (2012), Blakes Jr. (2014) emphasises that girls are defenceless to the sexualising 
forces of the secular media. Hence, it is clear that these evangelical texts obscure how girls 
engage with the media “in ways that are both critical of, and complicit with, the ideologies of 
gender and sexuality forwarded in popular culture” (Egan 2013, p. 15; Harris 2004; Kearney 
2006, 2011; Jackson 2011; Phoenix 2011). To demonstrate, in an ethnographic study 
underscoring the frequency that fathers labelled their daughters as ‘at-risk’ subjects, Jimmie 
Manning (2014) notes how purity pledgees communicated that their parents tended to 
underestimate their ability to critically assess the media’s output, or their capacity to recognise 
that the media does not, in many cases, reflect reality: “I’ll be watching a show, and he’ll come 
in and get mad because it shows two people in bed. Then I know the lecture is coming, and 
he’ll start in, and I’ll go ‘Dad. This is not real! They are 25 year olds playing 16 year olds! Do 
you think I’m so stupid I don’t get that?’” (Manning 2014, p. 97). As the interviewees of 
Manning’s (2014) analysis demonstrate, girls’ ability to remain sexually pure equates with the 
rejection of “negative cultural values embedded in media texts, particularly by fathers” (p. 98). 
Therefore, this excerpt illustrates how conservative evangelical father-adolescent daughter 
rhetoric constructs cultural industries as forces which threaten to “pull at the family’s stability” 
(Manning 2014, p. 98), though can ultimately be counteracted via paternal surveillance.  
 
In evangelical purity discourse, paternal surveillance excavates a pathway to success for girls, 
who are ostensibly vulnerable to the media’s ‘adverse’ messages, thereby depriving them of 
any critical media literacy. Fathers are conceived as the answer to girls’ so-called inability to 
critically evaluate the apparently insidious media production, for example, ‘MTV culture’ that, 
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in conservative evangelical purity dialectic, contributes to a negative (sexualised) self-
perception which leads to “sexually extroverted behavior” (Blakes 2014, ‘Introduction’). For 
instance, in Prized Possession Smyth (2013) prescribes ‘fatherly love’ as a way of 
counteracting the sexualising effects of mainstream culture and ‘deceptive’ males on their 
daughters’ spiritual development. Smyth (2013) supposes that high self-esteem is received by 
the girl as a ‘gift’ from her father, as opposed to something supported by mothers, broader 
community engagement or intrinsic self-love. When Smyth (2013, p. 33) exclaims: “Unless … 
fathers … offer a different message, our girls are left at the mercy of the media’s version of 
beauty, health and success,” he patently positions girls as both victims and cultural dupes of 
the mass media “who simply soak up images and seek to replicate them,” as opposed to subjects 
who “experience their bodies through and with images in ways that are variously enabling and 
constraining” (Jackson 2016, p. 71). In this quotation, Smyth (2013) supposes that girls’ 
physical, psychological and emotional wellbeing is entirely contingent on paternal approval 
and affection. It demonstrates that contemporary sexualisation discourse, as it is deployed in 
these parenting manuals, rests on the assumption that girls lack the intellectual capacity to 
critically relate to ‘the media’ and respond to sexual advances made by males in their 
immediate social environment. Most importantly, Smyth’s (2013) comments about the 
‘powerful effects’ of fatherly love on girls’ self-perception demonstrates that conservative 
evangelical discourses on the father-adolescent daughter relationship position fathers as unique 
in terms of their power to protect girls and guide them towards sublimity. 
 
Whilst these texts envisage evangelical girls as regal, princess-like and empowered, they are 
always concurrently perceived as at risk of self-degradation – at once vulnerable to external 
sexualising forces and temptations associated with sex. In Prized Possession, Smyth (2013) 
argues that the sexualisation of girls leads them to use drugs and alcohol to deal with feelings 
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of pain associated with the loss of their own sense of value. Moreover, Smyth (2013) 
exemplifies that girls are imagined in this literature “as both the passive victims of 
circumstances beyond their control, and also as wilful risk takers who use girlpower to their 
own (self-) destructive ends” (Harris 2004, p. 25). He (2013, p. 30) perceives the girl’s self-
worth as associated with her sexuality is detrimental to her “understanding of who God has 
created her to be and the value He, as her Father, has placed on her life.” In agreement with 
numerous other authors of conservative evangelical girl-rearing manuals, Smyth (2013) claims 
that mainstream media messages that might lead girls to conceive themselves as sexual are 
disruptive to the conservative evangelical vision of a society in which sex before marriage is 
prohibited. In this way, Smyth (2013), who frames the girl’s internalisation of sexualised 
commodities as negative in terms of her ability to retain a strong relationship with God, 
effectively declares that the consequences of girls’ non-compliance with conservative 
evangelical ideals of purity will place them as ‘outsiders’ in their community of otherwise God-
abiding Christians. Fundamentally, his work typifies the degree to which conservative 
evangelical discourses on girl-rearing pathologise feminine adolescent sexuality. In this regard, 
these texts construct girls as either as at risk of being exploited, or otherwise as risks to 
themselves. Sexual activity which takes place before marriage is accordingly labelled as a 
source of peril for girls, and therefore a danger that fathers must ward off. 
 
The relationship between sexualisation and self-destruction is also highlighted in 8 Great Dates 
for Dads & Daughters: Talking with Your Daughter About Understanding Boys. As its authors 
Bob and Dannah Gresh (2014, p. 23) proclaim, “Although there’s nothing wrong with 
encouraging girls to excel, pursue their dreams, and be strong women,” they are endangered 
by what Dennis Rainey (2012 p. 16, original emphasis) calls in Aggressive Girls, Clueless 
Boys: 7 Conversations You Must Have With Your Son “a lifestyle of aggression – doing 
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whatever it takes to get what they want, no matter who they hurt – especially using their 
sexuality to exert power over men.” They also recall the ‘dangers’ associated with the ‘phallic 
girl’ who performs her masculinity without relinquishing her femininity (McRobbie 2009). In 
this book, by invoking the ‘phallic girl’ as a counteraction to feminism its masculine authors 
seek to enforce the notion that girls are vulnerable to themselves and the trickle-down effects 
of feminism (McRobbie 2009). Sexually active girls are essentially identified as a threat to 
heteronormative gender roles, and hence the preservation of power structures which allow for 
the perpetuation of the current gender order. In order to steer girls away from a ‘lifestyle of 
aggression’ fathers are (as the title of this book infers) responsible for forewarning girls about 
the consequences associated with sexualisation, particularly in relation to their chance of 
‘purity success’, and thus a ‘happily ever after’.  
 
Ultimately, conservative evangelical girl-rearing manuals rely on purity principles which 
construct the girl’s engagement with the ‘polluting’ secular media as detrimental to the 
evangelical pursuit of moral renewal. In this discourse, the preservation of girlhood sexual 
innocence is key to spiritual transcendence. However, the girl’s potential for ‘purity success’ 
can be very quickly seized as she is forewarned that sexualised self-expression contains her 
ability to become her ‘true’ (pure) self. Through this literature, the father’s role in stipulating 
the terms of successful and failed femininity is consequently reaffirmed. The father is able to 
determine what a girlhood conducive to spiritual growth looks like. Thus, success, happiness 
and acceptance is naturalised via the deployment of sexualisation discourse. Through the 
appropriation of girl-panic rhetoric, men’s forewarnings about the consequences of the 
premature sexualisation of ‘their girls’ is presented as genuine concern about the physical, 
emotional and psychological health of girls. Yet the way that these authors appropriate 
sexualisation discourse should also be acknowledged as strategic, and in line with the growth 
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of the contemporary evangelical purity movement, which requires its leaders to firmly stipulate 
the importance of sexual purity for adolescents. 
 
 
‘Daddy-daughter dates’ as ‘investments’ in the daughter 
Resembling girl teen princess film produced in the early-2000s, the idealised evangelical girl 
of conservative evangelical culture is conceived as a subject requiring considerable emotional 
investment and devotion from a father figure. Blakes Jr. (2016, ‘Introduction’) ratifies this as 
he states that “Adam had a major role in demonstrating the intangible investments a father 
should make into the life of his daughters”. A conservative evangelical conviction that fathers 
must invest in their daughters as a way of fostering cultural and ethical rejuvenation is most 
patently exemplified via a range of conservative evangelical girl-rearing books which provide 
strategies for fathers on developing both an intimate bond with and a profound influence over 
the decision-making and beliefs of their adolescent daughters. The conceptualisation of girls 
as ‘worthy investment’ is most clearly implied in books bearing titles such as: 88 Great Daddy-
Daughter Dates: Fun, Easy & Creative Ways to Build Memories Together (2012), The One 
Year Father-Daughter Devotions (2012), Great Dates for Dads and Daughters: Talking With 
Your Daughter About Understanding Boys (2014) and Daddy-Daughter: 10 Date Nights 
Designed to Teach Biblical Womanhood (2016), all of which encourage ‘daddy-daughter time’ 
as a strategy for getting closer to Jesus.  
 
Much like an ethos of girl power has shaped our understanding of girls (in both the Global 
North and South) as investments which “require management, regulation, and routine 
intervention” (Switzer 2013, p. 349), adolescent girls are constructed in evangelical culture as 
‘human capital’. As determined by her father’s efficacy as a sexual protector, the evangelical 
girl subject is either productive or counterproductive in relation to the flourishing of a cultural 
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movement mobilised by white, middle-class and heterosexual Christian men. Fundamentally, 
these books promote the idea that the father should ‘date’ – and therefore invest in – his 
tween/teen daughter(s) in a bid to encourage her to adhere to evangelical teachings. By 
encouraging fathers and daughters to build a relationship based on mutual understanding, this 
sub-category of purity literature implores men to partake in regular bonding experiences with 
their daughters as a way of teaching them about the value of sexual purity. In conservative 
evangelical culture, fathers are encouraged to believe that the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship – as it is idealised in these self-help texts – is integral to the evangelical girl’s 
‘purity success’. Thus, in this literature the father’s deep emotional investment in his daughter 
– quality time spent with her and energies directed to protecting and disciplining her – will 
ultimately pay off as his daughter commits to a ‘lifestyle of purity’, thus propelling movement 
towards a conservative evangelical objective of nation-wide moral renewal. 
 
Conservative evangelical girl-rearing manuals also assume the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship as a precursor to the girl’s future marital bond (Gish 2016). As Vanessa Reimer 
(2016, p. 146) explains, from the standpoint of conservative evangelical parenting literature, 
“the father-daughter relationship is conceived as a precursor to the heterosexual marriage 
covenant that girls will one day enter, and readers must regard their sexual and reproductive 
potentials as their fathers’ property until they are ‘passed on’ to become the property of their 
husbands.” Resembling the kind of sexually entangled father-adolescent daughter relationship 
characterising post-war American films, radio shows and plays, fathers and daughters are 
depicted in this literature as engaged in an erotic entanglement which will naturally resolve 
when the daughter is passed by the father to her husband. As Dobson (2010, p. 100) advises to 
fathers in Bringing Up Girls, “Make her a Valentine’s Day card – every year.” Dobson (2010, 
p. 197) also uses terms of endearment usually reserved for romantic relationships: “Baby, your 
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purity, your heart, they’re far more valuable than a few little rocks.” In Prized Possession, 
Smyth (2013, p. 83) recommends ‘father-daughter getaways’ as his “strongest strategy” for 
strengthening the father-adolescent daughter bond, and according to Hannah Beck in Daddy-
Daughter (2016 ‘Introduction’), ‘daddy-daughter dates’ respond to girls’ need for “the most 
important man in their life to step up and show them that being feminine is beautiful.” ‘Daddy-
daughter dates’, as Beck (2016 ‘Introduction’) further explains, proffer men an opportunity to 
show their daughters how they ought to be treated by men, though also allows fathers and 
daughters to spend time together and discover “what the Bible says about femininity,” and 
presumably ideal daughterhood. 
 
52 Things Daughters Need From Their Dads (Payleitner 2013) is most enthusiastic in terms of 
endorsing the ‘daddy-daughter date’. At numerous points, Payleitner (2013, p. 59) mentions a 
‘daddy-daughter date nite’ which is reminiscent of the father-daughter purity ball, only minus 
the pledge. As he states, “You can be as formal and chivalrous as you want, but do consider 
ringing your own doorbell, pinning on a corsage, posing for pictures, helping with her coat, 
opening car doors, and just being generally gallant.” Payleitner reminds us that even when 
adolescent girls begin to take interest in boys, their fathers should not stop ‘dating’ them, and 
should rather attempt to further foster a romanticised father-adolescent daughter connection. 
Moreover, when Payleitner (2013, p. 27) exclaims to his responders “Oh yeah. Dad, don’t 
forget to date your wife too,” he clarifies that the romantic father-adolescent daughter 
relationship is assumed to supersede even the ever-sacred husband-wife union, thereby 
underscoring the sanctity associated with the father-adolescent daughter relationship in 
conservative evangelical networks. 
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The father-adolescent daughter relationship – and girl subject – constructed via these texts is 
eroticised as the father is encouraged to be the man his daughter should marry. As Payleitner 
(2013, p. 27) explains, “When you take her out, the real reason you need to show up on time, 
open her car door, treat her with respect, and handle any mishaps with grace and a smile is 
because you are modelling for your daughter the way any boy should act when she goes out on 
a date at any time.” Similarly, in That’s My Girl, Johnson (2012, p. 247) states that he ‘dated’ 
his daughter in order “to show her how she should be treated by another man.” Johnson (2012, 
p. 247) provides anecdotes about his own ‘daddy-daughter date’ experiences. For instance, 
“One of the first formal dates I took her on was when she turned twelve years old. I wanted it 
to be special, so we dressed up and I took her to an expensive steak house. During dinner I 
gave her a purity ring and talked about guys and the importance of keeping herself pure.” 
Clearly, more than just modelling the ideal Christian husband, ‘daddy-daughter dates’, and the 
sexualised father-adolescent daughter relationship that they encourage, ensure the father’s role 
as the literal gatekeeper to his daughter’s sexuality.  
 
The male authors of these texts constitute as active holders of the gaze, which is imposed on to 
girls as the passive recipients of the look (Mulvey 1975). Just as the male gaze “projects its 
fantasy onto the female figure, which is styled accordingly” (Mulvey 1975, p. 418), those 
producing this literature construct girls as sexualised objects of male desire; the girl subject 
formed via this sub-category is “irrevocably linked to sexuality in all its myriad forms” (Ussher 
1997, p. 84). Ironically, the eroticised father-adolescent daughter relationship figured via 
conservative evangelical discourse constructs the girl’s sexuality as the very essence of her 
existence. As the crux of a conservative evangelical endeavour for America’s moral 
rejuvenation supposedly depends on the existence of sexually repressed girls, the content 
making up these books hinges on the notion that the feminine adolescent subject is inherently 
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sexual. These texts therefore not only offer counter-productive advice (or a lack thereof) on 
protecting girls from the ostensible harms of early sexualisation via their emphasis on no sex 
as opposed to safe sex. In fact, they are also harmful due to their view of girls as consumable 
sexual objects whose primary function is to sexually service men, as well as shore up the 
masculinity of their fathers and husbands. 
 
The sexualised father-adolescent daughter relationship promoted via conservative evangelical 
purity literature is also deeply problematic for reasons relating to the prevailing issue of sexual 
abuse in families. The first reason is that homes with ‘patriarchal characteristics’ (Gish 2016; 
Alexander & Lupfer 1987; Tierney & Corwin 1983; Herman 2000; Matsakis, 1991) are likely 
the cultural spaces in which father-daughter incest emerges. As Gish (2016, p. 10) notes, 
“ritualizing and valorizing those characteristics seems to run the risk of increasing the abuse.” 
The rhetorical idealisation of the father-adolescent daughter relationship is also consequential 
for girls who are survivors of sexual abuse by their own father, or otherwise a father figure. 
Whilst father-daughter incest is profoundly under-analysed (Tierney & Corwin 1983), and is 
also difficult to obtain statistics about due to its stigmatisation (which leads to a lack of 
reporting of such crimes), an anonymous computerised survey (Strobel et al. 2012) whose 
results were published in the early 2010s is indicative of how father-daughter incest 
disturbingly continues to occur in the US. Additionally, the sexualisation of the father-
adolescent daughter dyad in this strand of purity literature renders the victims of parental abuse 
vulnerable to being triggered (Gish 2016; Foa & Rothbaum 2001). Yet most crucially, the 
eroticisation of the father-adolescent daughter relationship in contemporary purity rhetoric, and 
through mantras such as ‘date your dad’, gestures to how sexual and emotional abuse towards 
girls, as Gish (2016, p. 10) has stated, “is acceptable or ordained by God and the church.” 
Ultimately, it is not unreasonable to assume that when fathers are told to ‘replace’ boyfriends, 
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girls are placed in a position where they are not only sexually, socially and psychologically 
disempowered via the father-adolescent daughter relationship, but also find themselves 
susceptible to harm and abuse from their fathers and/or other male role models.  
 
This sub-genre of purity literature imagines men as significantly invested in “the emotional 
dimensions of family life” (Wilcox 2004, p. 9) in ways that were previously only associated 
with mothers, even in secular cultural production. Thus, in a similar way to the paternalised 
postfeminist cinematic masculinities analysed by scholars like Hamad (2014), these girl-
rearing texts unequivocally endorse “the traditional strength of the family as an institution” 
(Wilcox 2004, p. 14) explicitly by encouraging the father’s intense involvement in the everyday 
life activities and her coming of age journey. By publicising ‘hands-on’ fatherhood as ideal 
masculinity in evangelical culture, these girl-rearing manuals conceive Christian fathers as 
emotionally adept ‘soft patriarchs’ whose symbolic authority in the home, and as protectors of 
their daughters’ purity, is firmly anchored. Godly fathers are constructed as unique and much 
more powerful than mothers in terms of their ability to provide moral and spiritual support for 
their children. They are also conceived as most involved in the kind of one-on-one time that 
has conventionally been reserved for the mother, especially due to the time constraints imposed 
by breadwinner masculinity and traditional expectations relating to the father’s role as a 
disciplinarian, above all else.  
 
This model of evangelical fatherhood comes at very little cost to the legibility of the earthly 
father’s symbolic authority. Moreover, the figuring of the ideal father in conservative 
evangelical culture as a placeholder for his adolescent daughter’s future husbands has 
significant consequences that are largely ignored in evangelical girl-rearing literature. The 
endeavour of purity that is foundational to this broader sub-genre, and which necessitates the 
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restriction of girls’ sexual freedoms and social autonomy, also places them at risk of men’s 
abuse of their privilege as ‘stand-in husbands’. Indeed, girls from evangelical communities are 
prone to enduring ongoing abuse from fathers and father substitutes because they are constantly 
told to worship the father and stay quiet on almost all matters. Failing to address the specific 
ways that talking about sex and age-appropriate physical relations from a young age protects 
girls from sexual abuse, the phenomenon of ‘daddy-daughter dates’, as endorsed via these 
manuals, is what appears to be situating girls as potential victims. The problematic nature of 
‘daddy-daughter dates’ illustrates how contemporary evangelical girl-rearing manuals 
produced by male evangelists paradoxically facilitate a culture in which the kind of sexual 
corruption that they emphatically claim to be protecting evangelical girls from is more likely 
to occur. 
 
Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have claimed that the ideal father-adolescent daughter relationship, as it is 
envisioned via contemporary girl-rearing literature written by white Christian men, is essential 
to the fortitude of the Christian Right. This is because the father-adolescent daughter bond 
provides a model for a ‘natural’ ordering of relationships and hierarchy of power relations in 
which men, and specifically fathers, occupy the most privileged position in society. Under the 
guise of a crusade for religious revival and moral renewal, the girl is figured in conservative 
evangelical purity culture as an agent of recovery, as well as an allegory of hope and 
‘investment’ in the future, specifically in relation to the recuperation of traditional-patriarchal 
structures which exalt paternally figured men. In doing so, this conservative evangelical girl-
rearing literature serves to subordinate mothers and aggressively police notions of acceptable 
girlhood. Thus, in a similar vein to the models of postfeminist paternity interrogated in the 
previous two chapters, the ‘new’ father found in conservative evangelical girl-rearing literature 
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signifies the reshaping of the hegemonic masculine subject into the emotionally expressive but 
authoritative male disciplinarian.  
 
As I have demonstrated in this chapter, girl-rearing texts produced by evangelical men 
routinely draw on a neoliberal postfeminist vocabulary to situate purity as a lifestyle pursued 
by girls, as opposed to a way of life enforced upon girls. Girls, as this literature explicitly states, 
‘choose’ to remain spiritually and physically pure because sexual abstinence will ‘empower’ 
them to find their ‘inner princess’, and thus (like the cinematic girl personas discussed in 
Chapter One) come to embody an appropriately feminine postfeminist identity.  In this case, 
the ‘choice’ to remain chaste in body, heart and mind is the ‘right’ (and only) option as it 
constitutes a pathway to perfection, and a presumably blissful future of heterosexual marriage 
and child-rearing. Consequently, whilst the father is the driving force behind the evangelical 
girl’s surveillance and purity success and, by extension, the Christian state’s perseverance, it 
is ultimately up to adolescent girls to undertake exhaustive forms of labour, including self-
regulation, that allow them to live up to almost impossible standards of femininity, but also 
ensure the traditional male-headed family’s continuing hegemony. Girls are, as I have argued 
here, the great hope for the Christian nation’s so-called moral restoration, and those leading the 
evangelical purity movement therefore must appeal to ubiquitous and seductive neoliberal 
logics of liberation which have recently found voice in content directed to women and girls. 
 
As I have also revealed, conservative evangelical girl-rearing texts clearly illustrate how 
postfeminist masculinities serve to recalibrate ideal masculinity in a way that facilitates the 
retention of men’s power, as well as their positioning at the centre of the narrative. Indeed, 
alongside the paternalised movie/sovereign leader masculinities I have previously probed, in 
this chapter I have illustrated that the paternalised male subject of evangelical culture, which 
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takes into account some elements of feminism, fundamentally serves to extol and justify the 
authority and importance of paternally figured men. That is, this strand of evangelical media 
production stipulates that the postfeminist father has a distinctive role in the cultivation of ideal 
neoliberal girlhood. Therefore, like in secular media culture, the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship in an evangelical cultural context is understood as the key to the adolescent girl’s 
transcendence, and consequently her evasion of degradation and failure. As I have already 
claimed, secular media texts produced in postfeminism are marked by their proclivity to resist, 
or at least critique, exclusionary gender ideology which reflects a conservative vision of ideal 
society. Yet by bringing into focus conservative evangelical girl-rearing manuals, I have 
demonstrated how a much more limited vision of acceptability is offered in evangelical culture 
and fundamentally bound up in fears about the consequences of feminism on Christian men’s 
power and influence. 
 
As this all suggests, conservative evangelical imaginings of the ideal father-adolescent 
daughter relationship are complicit in the establishment of oppressive forms of religio-political 
pedagogy for teaching a new generation what a ‘normal’ and ‘valid’ family looks like. 
Nevertheless, conservative evangelical visions of ideal family life also play a central role in 
reinforcing secular ‘truths’ about this kinship dyad – and the family more generally – that 
underpin popular cultural texts constituting postfeminist media culture, including those I have 
examined in the previous chapters. Accordingly, constructions of the father-adolescent 
daughter relationship, in evangelicalism – and the extent to which religious and secular 
discourses on the father-adolescent daughter relationship overlap and thus bolster hetero-
patriarchal ideals of the family – require further critical attention from feminist scholars, and 
particularly girls and women from within the contemporary evangelical movement. As 
Fiorenza (2001, 2013) has reminded us, deeply entrenched systems of power must be 
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collectively challenged and dismantled by those who occupy its lower tiers because the 
undercutting of such a regime is primarily beneficial to the most disenfranchised social groups. 
Whilst in this chapter I have addressed the dangerous repercussions of conservative evangelical 
purity discourses on raising girls, in the final chapter I instead concentrate on televisual 
representations of the father-adolescent daughter relationship produced between 2004 and 
2019. These television series, as I maintain, contrastingly tend to destabilise patriarchal 
constructions of the father-adolescent daughter relationship. As I illuminate, secular US 
popular culture is currently engaging in the production of feminist formations of this kinship 
bond (and especially girlhood in a separate sense), though is still limited by postfeminist 
fatherhood’s enduring cultural hegemony. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
170  
Chapter 4 – 
The Father-Adolescent Daughter Crime-Fighting Duo in 
Serialised Television:  
Veronica Mars (2004-2007), Castle (2009-2016) and Black 
Lightning (2018-present) 
 
Mothers may give birth to superheroes, but it is the fathers who create them. 
  — Kara M. Kvaran (2017), ‘Super Daddy Issues: Parental Figures, Masculinity, and 
Superhero Films’ 
 
This was the night, in the rain, with thunder and lightning as a witness, that Black Lightning 
was born again. 
— Black Lightning (2018-present) 
 
Introduction 
In the previous two chapters, I demonstrated how hegemonic discourses on the father-
adolescent daughter relationship have been re-established, though also substantially 
challenged. Such discourses, as I claimed, have functioned to preserve heteronormative, 
hierarchical structures of power in the family. I also argued that by effectively silencing girls, 
the father retains his hegemonic status and re-establishes his position as an authority on 
girlhood, often speaking in their place, and on subjects that directly affect their lives in the 
present and the future. However, in this chapter I re-focus contemporary fictionalised screen 
texts. Rather than looking at cinematic texts, though, I instead concentrate on three televisual 
representations of the father-adolescent daughter relationship in television series produced 
between 2004 and 2019: Veronica Mars (2004-2007), Castle (2009-2016) and Black Lightning 
(2018-present). These series offer constructions of the father-adolescent daughter bond as a 
171  
dynamic duo who are united by their professional-domestic reliance upon one another as a 
detective/superhero/ine ‘team’ and an emotionally interdependent familial attachment. The 
conceptualisation of fathers and adolescent daughters as ‘professionally’ conjoined is not 
exactly new (see Nancy and Carson Drew). However, the deployment of this formula for 
imagining the father-adolescent daughter relationship implies the newfound ‘equality’ between 
girls and men. Moreover, by depicting daughters as public and political actors, these series 
transgress traditional limits marking popular cultural conceptualisations of the father-
adolescent daughter relationship. As exemplified by the girl teen princess films analysed in 
Chapter One, a tendency to invoke the father-adolescent daughter relationship as a way of 
questioning the boundaries of paternal authority is bound up with the development of 
postfeminist girl power discourses which were naturalised at the turn of the twenty-first 
century.  
 
As I have illustrated, the focus on father-adolescent daughter partners also speaks to a 
postfeminist tendency to minimise the mother’s role by representing single-father, mother-
absent families. As Yvonne Tasker (2008, p. 176) has remarked on father-focused Hollywood 
films produced in postfeminist culture, “[t]he centring of the male subject is typically achieved 
at the cost of women, with mothers marginalised or even absent.” A postfeminist proclivity for 
omitting the mother is most obvious in (but not exclusive to) the televisual crime drama 
category. For example, Bones (2005-2017), Dexter (2006-2013), Lie to Me (2009-2011) and 
Touch (2012-2013). So whilst the CW/Netflix’s Black Lightning is indicative of a movement 
away from the discursive elision of motherhood, UNP/CW’s Veronica Mars and ABC’s Castle 
instead exemplify postfeminism’s propensity to elide the mother through her death or 
unexplained departure. The mother’s absence, as Vrtis (2016) has argued, works to ensure that 
the father remains hypervisible in the popular cultural realm. And, as Åström (2012) has 
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stressed, usually functions to discursively centralise (and thus strengthen) the father-child 
bond. In this vein, and as I have demonstrated in the previous chapters, popular cultural 
depictions of the father-adolescent daughter relationship in postfeminism routinely emphasise 
that the emotional, physical, moral and financial well-being of the daughter lies completely 
with the father (Kennedy 2018). Though as I claim Veronica Mars and Castle also demonstrate, 
the mother is also positioned as a ‘threat’ to the father-adolescent daughter relationship, and 
this is justified via imaginings of adolescent girls and their fathers who are essentially 
interdependent due to their shared pursuits, as well as their emotional reliance on one another, 
often due to the ‘cruel’ maternal figure’s abandonment.  
 
The serial shows I analyse here are not the only twenty-first century fictionalised screen texts 
to imagine fathers and adolescent daughters as crime-fighting superhero/ine and detective duos. 
For instance, other examples include: Damon/Big-Daddy and Mindy/Hit-Girl of Kick-Ass 
(2010) and Kick Ass 2 (2013). Yet I justify my focus on television here by maintaining that due 
to the structural advantages of serial television, and specifically its capacity to develop complex 
characters and narratives, Veronica Mars created by Rob Thomas, Castle created by Andrew 
W. Marlowe and Black Lightning created by Mara Brock & Salim Akil are bound together by 
their capacity to offer extremely complex renderings of the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship. As screen texts with dozens (or in the case of Castle, hundreds) of hours of 
content, these television series illustrate how media discourses on the father-adolescent 
daughter relationship have broadened in light of postfeminism’s adjustment of paternal 
masculine and young feminine subjectivity. These series exemplify how postfeminist logics 
relating to the father’s capacity to transmit powerful forms of capital to his daughter, as well 
as the daughter’s unique ability to maximise her inherited powers, are expanded upon via the 
medium of serial television. Crucially, the dramas analysed in this chapter speak to the “unique 
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temporal affordances” (Kelly 2017, p. 56) of serial television, and especially its potential for 
exploring the vicissitudes and uncertainties of the father-adolescent daughter relationship, 
particularly as historical notions about the family continue to be interrogated via popular 
culture. 
 
In line with the fictionalised representations of the father-adolescent daughter relationship 
examined in Chapter One, the televisual texts I analyse here attempt to reconcile the 
contemporary gender formations of postfeminist-patriarchal fatherhood and ‘can-do/at-risk’ 
girlhood. They do so by refiguring the girl as a consummate beneficiary of her father’s 
masculine capabilities and protective instincts, as well as defining the father’s role in relation 
to his ability to inculcate successful girlhood. However, by rendering fathers and adolescent 
daughters as ‘teams’ located in the public sphere, these televisual texts encapsulate the 
refigured cultural understandings of the postfeminist father as essential to the discursive 
production of unattainable ‘can-do’ (and sometimes even feminist) girlhoods (Projansky 2014). 
By positioning the girl (super)heroine as both spectacle and daughter – yet most importantly 
constitutive of a father-adolescent daughter partnership – these representations highlight the 
capabilities of the father as generator of his junior partner’s powerful abilities. These televisual 
texts thus attest to a consistent theme in popular culture about the girl heroine who “is reared 
or mentored by a man rather than a woman” (Stuller 2010, p. 105). Moreover, as the (super)girl 
encapsulates a culture that “has embraced virtually superheroic ideals of young femininity … 
[and in which] girls are repeatedly told they can do anything, be anything” (Hopkins 2002, p. 
3), fictional media texts which imagine potentially transgressive girl (super)heroines as the 
father’s accomplice bear out the twenty-first century father’s revised role as the primary 
enabler of ideal neoliberal girlhood. 
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Furthermore, comparing the adult-directed crime drama Castle with the youth-focused 
televisual texts Veronica Mars and Black Lightning, I reveal that media texts which place “the 
complexities of the lived experiences of girlhood today” (Heatwole 2015, p. 223) in other 
(dystopic) realms are able to challenge postfeminist notions about girlhood by producing 
worlds in which the cultural hegemony of postfeminism is negotiable in ways that we are also 
now seeing in the digital realm. By doing so, these texts are also most capable of providing 
feminist examinations of the tensions of father-adolescent daughter kinship, as well as 
generating new discourses concerning the role of fathers in the lives of twenty-first century 
girls. Accordingly, the talent and relentlessness of Veronica Mars (Kristen Bell) as a vigilante 
feminist detective and the literal power of Jennifer Pierce (China Anne McClain) to produce 
electricity points to the expansive possibilities of media texts that turn to girls when dealing 
“with real issues at the heart of social justice” (Heatwole 2015, p. 223) and imagine 
fictionalised worlds where “the lines between the real and unreal” (Heatwole 2015, p. 223) are 
blurred.  As I demonstrate, as heroic agents of change unshackled, to a certain degree, by the 
constraints of postfeminist gender discourse, Veronica and Jennifer comparably demonstrate 
their capacity to dismantle the white patriarchal power structures which, not so differently to 
our world, deny girls safety and the kind of liberties proffered to white boys and men.  
 
Acknowledging that these series were produced in temporally different moments, I maintain 
that the cultural work that they perform hinges on the kinds of gendered (and raced) 
subjectivities – and accordingly father-adolescent daughter formations – that were culturally 
intelligible (and commercially viable) in their respective timeframes. Yet since I argue that 
Veronica Mars most radically defies dominant discourses on the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship, fundamentally for the reason that the masculine power of Keith Mars (Enrico 
Colantoni) is not redeemed, but is rather further denigrated via his role as a father, it is crucial 
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to acknowledge the subversive possibilities of fictionalised texts which counter the 
melodrama’s validation of the hetero-patriarchal order. More precisely, I assert that while the 
melodrama, as Black Lightning exemplifies, acknowledges the repressive effects of white 
patriarchal values but (in the end) reiterates that the ultimate happy ending is the restoration of 
heteronormative family dynamics, the noir genre’s subversion of dominant values, as clearly 
illustrated by Veronica Mars, gestures to the possibility of popular culture to rehearse new 
patterns of thinking, feeling and talking about the father-adolescent daughter relationship. 
 
However, to begin with I turn to the blockbuster crime drama Castle to spotlight a hegemonic 
father-adolescent daughter duo bound up with the reformulation of hegemonic masculinity as 
high-profile postfeminist fatherhood (Hamad 2014). Castle exemplifies a wider postfeminist 
media trend towards portraying fathers and adolescent daughters as crime-fighting partners and 
at once imagining the father-adolescent daughter relationship via discourses of filial 
imperilment. This contention is based on the release, before and throughout Castle’s airing, of 
commercially successful search-and-rescue action thrillers which situate teenage daughters as 
victims of abduction. These are exemplified by (but not limited to) Live Free or Die Hard 
(2007) and Taken, as well as a cycle of father-daughter focused video games produced between 
2010 and 2013, for instance, BioShock 2 (2010), The Walking Dead (2012), BioShock Infinite 
(2013) and The Last of Us (2013). These video games have been critiqued for “granting the 
father-figures agency over their daughter-figures and constructing them as moral barometers, 
helpful gameplay tools, and means for paternal redemption” (Stang 2017, p. 162). As I 
demonstrate, Castle relies on representational strategies that allow for its masculine 
protagonist, Richard Castle (Nathan Fillion), to be refigured into a paternal heroic rescuer and 
which require his daughter Alexis Castle (Molly C. Quinn) to be transformed into a defenceless 
victim of foreign kidnappers.  
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Following this critical analysis of Castle, I shift my focus to neo-noir teen detective drama 
Veronica Mars, and then superhero/ine drama Black Lightning. I argue that these series invoke 
girls as powerful agents who act in ways that challenge, threaten and transgress patriarchal 
power structures. Recognising that these series were created and released in discrete cultural 
moments (the early 2000s versus the late 2010s), I claim that based on Black Lightning’s 
heroine’s status as a black girl, as well as her deep investment in anti-racist politics, together 
they point to the kinds of televisual girlhood which were possible at these specific historical 
junctures. Jennifer’s centring in the narrative of Black Lightning, I argue, must be considered 
in relation to a recent endeavour, by female and/or non-white American cultural producers, to 
challenge postfeminism’s historical focus on and celebration of white girls. Nonetheless, here 
I also maintain that Veronica Mars – the most dated of the shows examined here – offers the 
most disruptive of the father-adolescent daughter narratives I am mapping in this chapter. 
Primarily, I attribute Veronica’s transgressiveness to the show’s repudiation of postfeminist 
tropes of heroic fatherhood and its deployment of the daughter as a vehicle for paternal 
redemption.  
 
Acknowledging its anomalousness in relation to the 2003-2004 girl teen princess film sub-
cycle examined in Chapter One, here I attest to the importance of not merely seeking out the 
postfeminist regime’s repetitive constructs but also turning to its assent to resistant forms of 
media, even if they do not neatly fit into our understandings of what postfeminist cultural texts 
are capable of. Indeed, whilst the postfeminist melodrama re-establishes existing paradigms by 
counterposing opposites, for example, good versus evil, and also (eventually) providing the 
reward of virtue for its hero/heroine, Veronica Mars avoids reproducing a dialectical 
opposition between paternal supremacy and filial obligation. Instead, the series represents the 
Veronica/Keith bond as defined by power struggles; their relationship is fraught with 
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uncertainty, distrust and discontent but also unconditional love. Fundamentally, the show 
avoids the melodrama’s ‘return to innocence’ via the unresolvedness of the Veronica/Keith 
relationship. As such, it fails to “give birth to new [masculine] authority” (Rogin 1993, p. 169), 
and creates a fracture between fatherhood and patriarchal power.  
 
Then turning to Black Lightning, I argue that commensurate with a void in complex, three-
dimensional black girl personas which marked mainstream US popular culture in the early-
millennial period – much of which was predominantly envisioned and created by white men – 
the black feminist girl heroine of Black Lightning is reflective of the recent visibility of 
intersectional feminist and anti-racist discourses in the US mediasphere, as well as an increase 
in non-white and/or women creators and directors. Through its resistance and challenges to 
conventional images of black girlhood, the series contributes to the construction of alternative 
realities for African-American girls, thus demonstrating how fictionalised superheroine dramas 
can serve to extend the black girl’s fundamental freedoms, and also lead to the creation of 
politicised versions of black girlhood. Crucially, unlike Veronica, Jennifer’s blackness 
complicates the ‘can-do’ girl’s racial identity (Projansky 2014) and offers a space for black 
girlhood – as well as the black father-adolescent daughter relationship – to be explored in 
relation to politicised discourses on African-American identity. Nonetheless, I also note that 
while the series constructs its girl heroine as the even-more-powerful spawn of her vigilante 
superhero father, the show’s discursive emphasis on its titular masculine character’s 
positionality as the source of his adolescent daughter’s power attests to the persistent 
normalisation of heteronormative familial norms which re-situate the father as the head of the 
family.  
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In this chapter, I demonstrate how these series are characterised by the double bind 
characteristic of postfeminist media production. Whilst Castle idealises ostensibly obsolete 
versions of masculinity through a mediating discourse of protectorate paternity, Veronica Mars 
offers a scathing portrayal of campus feminist activists in its third season and Black Lightning 
relies on a patriarchally-defined mono-myth in which the boy’s coming-of-age requires 
resolving conflict with the father figure (Kvaran 2017). In this way, and especially because 
Black Lightning is such a recent television series, these series support my claims that 
postfeminist discourses, and especially those on fatherhood, endure and crucially co-exists with 
(and are fortified through) what Gill (2017, p. 620) has termed “a revitalized feminism” (see 
also Gill 2016). As Gill (2016, p. 622) has insightfully stated about postfeminism, we must 
“move beyond … the idea that new ideas automatically displace older ones – to a more 
complicated but realistic understanding of the way that multiple and contradictory ideas can 
co-exist at the same moment, field, plane.” Keeping this thought in mind, I will now turn my 
focus to Castle, arguing that whilst the crime ‘dramedy’ initially depends on its masculine 
hero’s position as an ‘involved father’ to moderate his boy-man behaviour and supposedly 
maternal traits, the series eventually draws upon an obsolete form of ‘protectorate paternal 
sovereignty’ (Hamad 2014) to renegotiate his status as a hegemonically masculine subject, 
albeit strategically remaining amenable to feminist discourses of active fatherhood. 
 
‘Resurgent protective paternalism’ and the ‘captive daughter’ in Castle 
Castle is set in present-day New York and recounts the escapades of famed mystery novelist 
Richard Castle. Following the revelation that a serial killer has imitated the storylines of his 
novels, the mayor of New York City grants Richard permission to shadow an NYPD homicide 
investigation team for research purposes. Richard is paired with the tough and strong-willed 
detective, Kate Beckett (Stana Katic), who is usually referred to as ‘Beckett’ throughout the 
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series. Richard’s inappropriate and juvenile behaviour immediately offends Beckett’s 
sensibilities, though his crime-solving acumen and charm eventually win her over (and they 
marry in season seven). When Richard isn’t playing detective, he is the devoted single father 
of his whip-smart and super-responsible adolescent daughter, Alexis, who becomes involved 
in Richard’s cases with the NYPD early in the series. At the very beginning of Castle, Richard’s 
‘boy-man’ (Hamad 2014) persona as a rake-ish celebrity author is clearly established. The 
series pilot (‘Flowers for Your Grave’) opens at the glamorous launch of Richard’s most recent 
crime novel. In this sequence, he is depicted signing a woman’s breast and offering his fifteen-
year-old daughter a glass of champagne. The episode ends at the NYPD precinct, where the 
sagacious and uber-responsible Alexis – the quintessential ‘smart girl’ (see Pomerantz & Raby 
2017) – bails Richard out of a cell for stealing police documents. Nonetheless, as the series 
progresses, the recuperation of his immature masculinity via his protective impulses towards 
Alexis demonstrates Castle’s increasing tendency to reproduce a logic of paternalism and 
invoke the ‘at-risk’ category of girlhood.  
 
Alongside series such as Criminal Minds (2005-present), NCIS (2003-present) and True 
Detective (2014-present), Castle fits neatly into the crime drama television genre. As Christy 
Ebert Vrtis (2016, p. 142) has noted, crime drama televisual texts have conventionally 
functioned “to represent the protection of society through a clear division of good and evil 
upheld by law enforcement.” Whilst Castle’s focus on the public sphere has traditionally 
necessitated male protagonists who sacrifice the needs of their family “for the good of the wider 
society” (Feasey 2008, p. 80), more recent additions to the category have problematised a 
discord in this popular and culturally significant genre “between private and public spaces and 
… the roles of crime-solver and father” (Vrtis 2016, p. 142). In a similar way to Elementary 
(2012-present), Castle’s Richard is a ‘genius’ detective who works as a police consultant and 
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is recently integrated into teams of police detectives. Like Monk (2002-2009), Castle bears 
elements of the crime ‘dramedy’ as it primarily focuses on characters who investigate and solve 
crime, though which also derive humour from the central characters and their relationships. 
Mareike Jenner (2016, p. 127) has noted that Castle closely draws on detective fiction such as 
Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories and similarly emphasises “science and rational 
thought” as a means of accessing objective ‘truths’ about the world.  
 
In the earlier seasons of Castle, postfeminist fatherhood is celebrated via its masculine 
protagonist Richard, whose enactment of conventionally maternal private sphere roles 
distinguishes him from the typically red-blooded male crime drama protagonist (see 24’s Jack 
Bauer). The Richard we are introduced to at the beginning of Castle, as Vrtis (2016, p. 152) 
has remarked, “troubles common gender binaries by proudly embracing both conventional 
feminine and masculine characteristics.” Particularly in Castle’s earlier seasons, Richard 
embraces tasks usually designated to mothers: “He cooks and chats with Alexis, he takes her 
prom-dress shopping, and he asks her about her latest crush (while fencing)” (Vrtis 2016, p. 
152). Like Seeley Booth (David Boreanaz) of Bones (2005-2017), Peter Bishop (Joshua 
Jackson) of Fringe (2008-2013) and Patrick Jane (Simon Baker) of The Mentalist (2008-2015), 
Richard combines gendered traits so that he is “both domestically and career oriented, and 
relationally committed” (Kornfield 2015, p. 118). For the most part, in the first seasons of 
Castle, Richard personifies the sweet and goofy stay-at-home dad. Therefore, his 
characterisation points to how the ‘hands-on’ fatherhood which Americans have tied to new 
forms of ideal manhood inflects contemporary televisual representations of paternal 
masculinity. However, as Alexis begins to grow up and detach herself from Richard (and 
accordingly threaten his desirable masculine identity as a father), the series re-positions him 
as a powerful and brave ‘vigilante warrior’. As I argue in this section, Castle demonstrates how 
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dominant popular cultural representations of the father-adolescent daughter relationship often 
seek to recuperate the authority of masculine protagonists via scenarios where adolescent 
daughters, as helpless victims of abduction, must be saved by the father. In this way, Castle 
speaks to the propensity of postfeminist media texts to validate “the active definition of 
masculinity still present in popular culture” (Humphreys 2016, p. 114) as a means of 
neutralising the father’s domesticity and maternal-like connection to his child (and hence his 
femininity). 
 
The plotline of Alexis’ kidnapping in season five (‘Target’, 15.5) reconstitutes Richard as the 
televisual embodiment of the post-9/11 cinematic model of masculinity that Hamad (2014) has 
called ‘resurgent protective paternalism.’ This traditionally filmic masculinity, as Hamad and 
Godfrey (2012, p. 166) have noted, shares several commonalities with its televisual 
counterpart. Examining gender in relation to television series such as 24 (2001-2010) and 
Heroes (2006-2010), Hamad and Godfrey (2012) claim that in a post-9/11 cultural climate, the 
idealisation of paternally figured men who take up protective roles (in a professional and 
domestic sense) marked the return of the ‘resurgent action hero’ as a viable formation of 
televisual masculinity. A two-episode story arc depicting Richard’s endeavour to rescue Alexis 
from Middle Eastern abductors most effectively fortifies Richard’s role as a paternalised 
protector at the cost of Alexis’ status as a courageous and brilliant amateur detective, and also 
reaffirms the supremacy of white masculinity. As I assert here, this plot device bolsters 
Richard’s declining paternal authority following Alexis’ re-location from Richard’s penthouse 
to student housing at Columbia University, by undermining her independence and self-
sufficiency.  
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In the first instalment of this two-episode-long search-and-rescue narrative, Richard and 
Beckett set out on a murder investigation that leads to the exposure of a plan to abduct a teenage 
girl called Sara El-Masri (Karen David), the daughter of a wealthy Egyptian tycoon. However, 
when a phone owned by Richard’s daughter Alexis surfaces at the site of Sara’s kidnapping, it 
is inferred that Alexis, who we later discover is friends with Sara, has been captured too. Later 
in the episode, a devastated Richard is shown looking through online photo albums on Alexis’ 
personal website. Suddenly, he notices that she had uploaded a vlog post revealing that she was 
at the location of Sara’s kidnapping, and this confirms that she too has been abducted. 
Seemingly, the kidnappers have tracked Alexis’ movements via her vlog. This is particularly 
significant to note since in ‘Death Gone Crazy’ (5.12) Richard cautions Alexis about the 
potential dangers of sharing information online: “It’s just that people have to be – and 
especially women – need to be leery about how much they put out into the world. I don’t want 
to see you haunted for years by something you posted on a whim.” This dialogue typifies 
Castle’s engagement with questions about the father’s capacity to constrain the freedoms and 
obstruct the privacy of his adolescent daughter in a bid to protect her.  
 
In earlier seasons of Castle, the consequences, for Alexis, of Richard’s overprotective 
tendencies are addressed via scenes in which she expresses her frustration at Richard due to his 
inability to see her good sense of judgement: “Am I a troublemaker, Dad? Do I get drunk, 
disobey authority, steal police horses... naked? No. That’d be you. I seem to be the only person 
in this family blessed with good judgment, and yet, you don’t trust me” (Fool Me Once…, 2.4). 
Whilst Alexis’ remarks asks us to query Richard’s paternal paranoia, because Alexis’ vlog 
eventually places her in grave danger, this plot point exemplifies how, in postfeminist media 
texts, the difficult negotiations that must take place between father and daughter in the age of 
the Internet are often negotiated via a message of ‘father knows best’. Alexis’ kidnapping in 
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‘Target’ (5.15) exonerates Richard’s previously curtailed paternal power, and also clearly 
replicates news media discourses about the dangers associated with the Internet and social 
media for girls and young women. Rather than exploring how “the act of using technology to 
play and experiment with identity” (Thiel-Stern 2007, p. 15) can be an empowering opportunity 
for girls, Castle ultimately plays into dominant patriarchal US news media discourses. In a 
similar way to the news media, which Shayla Thiel-Stern (2009, p. 35) has argued “perpetuates 
the notion that girls are helpless targets,” Castle’s construction of Alexis as ideal prey for online 
predators shores up alarmist discourses on girls’ vulnerability as users of the Internet, which 
were at their peak between 2005 and 2015, and made fathers even more necessary as 
‘protectors’ in this period.  
 
Whilst Richard warns Alexis of the ‘dangers’ of the Internet she unsuspectingly mentions in 
her vlog the location of a climate change talk that she plans to attend. This follows her dismissal 
of Richard’s concerns earlier in season five. As she exclaims, “Dad, you’re acting like I’m one 
of these girls who flashes the camera for a free shot of tequila. It’s just a silly vlog” (‘Death 
Gone Crazy, 5.12). This accentuates Alexis’ helplessness – she did not ‘ask for it’, though is 
instead an innocent and gullible victim. Thus, instead of signalling to the kind of freedoms the 
Internet offers girls for identity construction through new media, Castle reproduces panics 
about online predators that centre on girls and stress how unrestricted access to the online world 
exposes them to exploitation. As a white girl, Alexis embodies the ‘at-risk’ girl subject that 
discussions of the Internet, as both a place of recreation and danger, is based on and confined 
to (Thiel-Stern 2014). Moreover, the “narrow framing” (Egan 2013, p. 7) of the endangered 
feminine subject is typified by Castle’s construction of Alexis as an exemplar of defiled white 
innocence and supports Richard’s depiction as a wise protector, thus affirming that father does 
know best, especially when it comes to his daughter’s safety from ‘foreign’ threats. By the 
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close of ‘Target’ (5.15), and just as almost all hope is lost, Alexis makes a gung-ho attempt to 
escape her kidnappers. She finds a phone and manages to make a Skype call to Richard. 
However, when she begins to hear men shouting in Arabic in the distance, she abruptly ends 
the call. Back in New York, FBI technical analysts reveal that Alexis’ call is coming from a 
cell tower in Paris. Then, when attempting to escape her kidnappers, a man grabs Alexis 
violently and muffles her cries for help and the episode ends.  
 
In the second part of the two-episode narrative arc (‘Hunt’, 5.16), it is revealed that Richard 
has travelled to Paris in order take matters into his own hands. Richard’s colleagues ridicule 
his plan to face off a dangerous organised crime syndicate and, in order to undermine his 
masculinity, compare him to a vigilante mother by referring to Ashley Judd’s portrayal of 
Becca Winstone in the television series Missing (2012) as a former CIA operative crossing 
Europe in an attempt to track down her kidnapped son. When, for instance, Beckett explains to 
two fellow NYPD detectives that Richard thinks he can find Alexis, one of them remarks: 
“What, so he’s Liam Neeson now?” to which another responds: “Liam Neeson? The dude’s 
barely Ashley Judd.” This banter alludes to Liam Neeson’s role in the Taken franchise (2008-
2014), whose first instalment depicts Bryan traversing the globe on a rescue mission for his 
seventeen-year-old daughter following her abduction in Paris by Albanian human traffickers 
who kidnap, drug and sell young white women into forced prostitution (Kelly 2012). This 
interaction highlights Alexis’ vulnerability to “discursively dark Others” (Hamad 2014, p. 67). 
What’s more, the sexist jab made by his co-workers ultimately accentuates (rather than 
undermines) his masculinity because as Richard successfully carries out his rescue mission he 
contravenes his otherwise feminine persona.  
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Richard’s status as a hegemonically masculine subject in season five is thus confirmed as he 
demonstrates not only his bravery and aptitude for vengeance in the face of Alexis’ potential 
defilement/death, but also substantiates his proficiency as a father whose role as a protector is 
not compromised by his maternal qualities. The Western cultural trope of the ‘Great White 
Protector’, as “a pretense for preserving white masculine supremacy over women and people 
of colour” (Kelly 2012, p. 2), is endorsed via Richard, who functions as avenger of the white 
girl’s innocence while concomitantly underscoring the violent instincts of the racial ‘other’. 
White masculinity, as Watts (2005, p. 191) notes, and as I have emphasised in the previous 
chapter, “is charged with the moral obligation to confront and conquer dark threats to white 
purity and innocence.” As such, it appeases cultural anxieties over “the perceived frailty of 
whiteness and masculinity” (Kelly 2012, p. 3) by inferring that the white father’s imperative to 
protect his pure daughter is justifiable in the face of the threat posed by dark-skinned predators. 
The series – in line with the popular cultural texts I have previously examined – therefore 
illuminates the insidious consequences of postfeminist discourses on gender and race for girls. 
However, as I maintain in the following sections of this chapter, Veronica Mars and Black 
Lightning rework “generic and cultural expectations about what it means to be a girl” 
(Braithwaite 2008, p. 147) through their explicit engagement with feminism and – especially 
in Black Lightning – intersectional feminist politics.  
 
The father-adolescent daughter relationship as feminist resistance in Veronica Mars 
In the previous section I demonstrated how Castle’s imperative to preserve its protagonist’s 
manhood diminishes the show’s potential to critique hegemonic discourses of the father-
adolescent daughter relationship. Here, I instead argue that Veronica Mars illustrates how the 
vigilante girl heroine’s requirement to appropriate the tools of the patriarchy to protect herself 
(and other victims of misogyny) entails the repudiation of postfeminist discourses of 
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protectorate fatherhood that emerged in popular culture post-9/11 (Hamad 2014), and which I 
have revealed are uncritically engaged in Castle. As I claim, via its eponymous girl heroine, 
Veronica Mars offers an uncompromising political model of girlhood which underscores the 
cost of the masculine protector’s hegemonic status associated with the feminist heroine’s 
rejection of the imperilled white girl subject’s presumed requirement for a masculine saviour. 
Veronica Mars offers politically productive sources of resistance and counter-discourses to 
hegemonic postfeminist discourses on the father-adolescent daughter relationship which 
emerged parallel to its release in 2004. Specifically, whilst the father-adolescent daughter 
formations I have previously analysed exemplify the renegotiation of recidivist masculinities 
“in discursive accordance with the masculine ideals of postfeminist culture” (Hamad 2014, p. 
49) – and specifically the father who fosters his ‘can-do’ daughter’s personal success – 
Veronica Mars instead resists a postfeminist proclivity for recuperating men’s failure in the 
public sphere through fatherhood.  
 
Veronica Mars is set in the fictitious town of Neptune and depicts the adventures of its titular 
girl heroine as she comes to grips with the ups and downs of being a high school outcast. When 
Veronica is not solving mysteries for her peers at Neptune High, she is moonlighting as an 
assistant to her PI father and Neptune’s ex-sheriff, Keith. The show’s three seasons are 
structured around larger narrative arcs; each episode offers self-contained storylines which 
focus on either detecting cases that Veronica takes on behalf of classmates, or investigations 
she is pursuing in cooperation with Keith. Veronica’s drugging at Shelly Pomeroy’s (Alison 
MacInnis) party, and the hazy chain of events which lead to the sexual encounters which 
follow, serves as one of show’s enduring mysteries. Though, there is also the brutal murder of 
Lilly Kane (Amanda Sayfried), Veronica’s best friend and the daughter of Jake Kane (Kyle 
Secor), a well-respected software magnate who has been romantically linked with Veronica’s 
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mother/Keith’s wife, Lianne Mars (Corinne Bohrer). In the show’s pilot episode, we discover 
that Keith’s botching of Lilly Kane’s murder investigation has led to his dismissal as Neptune’s 
sheriff, and thus the forfeiture of his marriage, reputation and socio-economic status.  
 
Veronica’s status as a feminist heroine is easily assumed in the opening scenes of the pilot 
episode of Veronica Mars. Whilst flashbacks in the episode depict Veronica in her days as a 
‘girly’ girl, her recent feminist ‘awakening’, and accordingly the show’s “critical awareness of 
post-feminist discourses” (Horbury 2015, p. 137), is visually signified by her rejection of 
hegemonic femininity. This is communicated via her “adoption of clothing and mannerisms 
equally coded ‘masculine’ within US culture” (Sibielski 2010, p. 325). Whilst the once-
feminine Veronica used to wear pastel pinks and lip gloss, in the present, she dons a Riot Grrrl-
esque cropped hair-do, and wears jeans, long t-shirts and combat boots. The ‘new’ Veronica is 
an aggrieved and nonconforming feminist whose rage has been incited by the experience of 
rape and the murder of her best friend. Detecting is therefore by no means just a hobby for 
Veronica. Instead, it is a way of taking revenge on the patriarchy, as embodied by corrupt and 
violent male figures of authority, many of whom she faces off against in the series. 
Furthermore, Veronica contrasts to girl heroines (such as Bella Swan of the Twilight franchise) 
who long for “self-transformation and … certain forms of capital such as an age-defying 
feminine body” and internalise “‘signature attributes’ of postfeminist popular culture” (Taylor 
2012b, p. 32). Specifically, through her embodiment of the third wave’s political awareness, 
Veronica contravenes “dominant commercially produced sexual representations” (McRobbie 
2009, p. 18) which validate a new regime of depoliticised sexual meanings based on pleasure. 
 
The series has a complicated relationship with feminism, particularly as its protagonist 
distances herself from the ‘angry noise’ of the Lilith House anti-rape activists who most 
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stridently criticise postfeminist sensibilities. Through its exploration of raw sexual violence, 
Veronica Mars resists postfeminism’s ‘sanitisation’ of sexual politics (Braithwaite 2008) and 
politicises feminist concerns. In many ways, Veronica Mars deals with issues that teen 
television series (also broadcasted on the youth-oriented CW) such as One Tree Hill (2003-
2012) and Smallville (2001-2011) have engaged with less directly. Nonetheless, the final 
season of Veronica Mars instead disavows collective feminist ideals and practices by pitting 
Veronica against the radical feminist collective. As Rosalind Sibielski (2010) has remarked, 
the third season’s story arc begins by exploring the correlation between cases of rape on college 
campuses and the macho spirit of fraternity culture via its depiction of the Lilith House 
feminists. However, it later stages a female revenge scenario, “envisioned from a perspective 
decidedly influenced by patriarchal ideology, in which power relations are inverted such that 
men become the helpless victims of feminist rage” (Sibielski 2010, p. 328). As such, the third 
season of Veronica Mars ideologically shores up several key tenets of backlash culture, 
including the notion that feminism condones hatred and violence towards men (Sibielski 2010). 
 
Key moments of the first season of Veronica Mars highlight Keith’s initial constructedness as 
a response to that which I have previously explained as a post-9/11 cultural yearning for 
powerful defenders. For example, a melodramatic showdown between Keith and Aaron 
Echolls (Harry Hamlin) in the finale of season one (‘Leave It To Beaver’, 1.22) emphasises 
Keith’s role as Veronica’s valiant saviour. To demonstrate, after realising that Veronica has 
discovered incriminating tapes which reveal him as Lilly’s murderer, Aaron manages to trap 
her in a burning house. Nonetheless, Keith arrives just in time to vanquish Aaron and then 
hurtle through the blaze to rescue Veronica: “I love you. I love you so much. I knew you’d 
come, I knew you’d save me, Dad!” Yet in the consecutive two seasons, Keith is no longer 
present for Veronica when she is in danger. Thus, whilst season one’s narrative arc establishes 
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Keith as “Veronica’s appropriate rescuer” (Leavitt & Leavitt 2011, L1134), his absence during 
moments when she requires saving is thus acutely felt for the remainder of the series, which 
can be explained by Veronica’s increasingly secretive and rebellious behaviour as the series 
progresses and as she becomes older. For instance, when Cassidy Casablancas (Kyle Gallner) 
attempts to kill Veronica on the roof of the Neptune Grand in season two, it is Veronica’s 
boyfriend, Logan Echolls (Jason Dohring) – and not Keith – who is there to extricate her. Keith 
is also not able to save Veronica when she is drugged with GHB on multiple occasions in the 
third season. As Sarah A. Leavitt & Lewis A. Leavitt (2011, L1134) have claimed, Keith’s 
absence during Veronica’s key moments of crisis in season two and season three serves as a 
conscious departure “from the origin myth of the show.” That is, whilst season one’s arc 
positions Keith as Veronica’s protector, his absence (particularly when she is on the verge of 
sexual violence and/or death) is acutely felt in the second and third season. This speaks to the 
proclivity of teen series produced in this period, including the teen supernatural drama Hex 
(2004-2005), for imagining girl protagonists being “attacked by males at night in settings that 
are largely devoid of adult presence, such as exclusively teenage parties or clubs” (Berridge 
2015, p. 98). Such scenes remind us of the female persona’s vulnerability as a teenage girl, and 
crucially her requirement to learn to engage in self-defence once she comes of age.  
 
As the series progresses, Veronica’s rebelliousness – and especially her increasing taste for 
criminality – strains her previously harmonious relationship with Keith, who must ultimately 
pay the price for his daughter’s ethical transgressions. In the series finale alone, Veronica 
carries a Taser, commits credit card fraud, bugs a student’s dorm room, breaks into Jake Kane’s 
mansion and then hacks into his hard drive. Her complete disregard for the law in the show’s 
finale denotes her increasing willingness to cross moral and legal lines in a bid to disturb 
patriarchal power structures. Veronica’s readiness to deceive Keith is exemplified by the many 
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exploits of which he solemnly disapproves. For instance, making Wallace Fennel (Percy Daggs 
III) wiretap an office and producing fake ID cards for underage students as a way of 
manipulating friends into helping her to solve crimes (Leavitt & Leavitt 2011). Moreover, in 
‘Un-American Graffiti’ (3.16), Keith is put on a case relating to a drunk nineteen-year-old who 
was hit by a car following a night out and eventually discovers that it is Veronica who is 
distributing fake IDs to other students. In one respect, Keith is proud of Veronica for making 
the most convincing fake IDs in town. Contrarily, he is disappointed that she lacks remorse 
and that he is unable to protect Neptune’s constituents from her deceit.  
 
Despite Keith’s efforts to provide security and normalcy for Veronica, her lapses in ethical 
judgement imply that Keith’s treatment of his daughter “as an adult without condescension” 
(Leavitt & Leavitt 2011, L1088) is consequential with regards to her relationship with 
authority, and thus plays an integral role in her formation as a vigilante feminist. When Alicia 
Fennel (Erica Gimpel) discovers in ‘A Trip to the Dentist’ (1.21) that Veronica has instructed 
Wallace (Veronica’s best friend and Alicia’s son) to transport a bugged pot plant into her office 
at Kane Software, she accuses Keith of being too lenient towards his daughter. In response to 
Keith’s remark that “[Veronica’s] not your average seventeen-year-old girl,” Alicia turns 
Veronica’s misdemeanours back on Keith. As she exclaims, “How can she be when you treat 
her like she’s forty?!” Alicia’s concerns about Veronica’s erratic moral compass exemplifies 
how Veronica Mars broaches the question of where the line is between supporting your child’s 
pursuits and acting responsibly as a parent. As the series demonstrates, if a child is offered too 
much free reign, their relationship to authority may be seriously affected. Yet rather than 
passing judgement on Veronica and Keith for defying conventional expectations of paternal 
control and filial piety, the series instead understands the level of freedom which Keith allows 
his daughter as essential to her development into an uncompromising feminist heroine. 
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Certainly, Veronica’s willingness to break the law and act dishonestly in order to undercut 
patriarchal corruption indicates to the ramifications of Keith’s lack of authority in guiding 
Veronica to act as an ethical, law-abiding citizen. However, Keith’s capacity to allow his 
daughter to evolve into a powerful vigilante feminist heroine evidently requires him to accept 
that the free reign that he has given Veronica has prevented him from being able to protect her, 
and also those of whom she has placed at risk.  
 
Veronica’s defiance of Keith’s commands is explored to illustrate his foredoomed role as a 
paternal protector. Her disdain of Keith’s command in ‘Drinking the Kool-Aid’ (1.9) that she 
must stay away from a commune-like cult (which seems to have caused a fellow student’s 
sudden personality change) is one of the first instances where Keith’s frustration about 
Veronica’s resistance to his attempts to protect her is explored in the series. As he cries out to 
her after she goes to the commune explicitly against his instructions, “What the hell were you 
thinking Veronica?! … Since when do you reserve the right to totally blow off my 
instructions?! Does my judgement, my concern for your safety carry that little weight with 
you?!” Veronica’s involvement in her ex-boyfriend Duncan Kane’s (Teddy Dunn) escape to 
Mexico with his new-born baby in season two likewise illustrates how her contempt for 
authority figures undermines Keith’s paternal sovereignty. By hiding the extent to which she 
is involved in Duncan’s escape, Veronica relegates Keith into the realm of parental facility and 
societal jurisdiction that she shows such distain for throughout the series, and which “leads her 
to choose criminal abduction over proper procedure” (Leavitt & Leavitt 2011, L1729).  
 
Keith’s decision to lie to the FBI about her role in Duncan’s defection arguably denotes the 
most radical “readjustment of [Veronica’s] emotional relationship to the parental images” 
(Campbell 2008, p. 137). Following this saga, Keith becomes aware of how little respect 
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Veronica has for his authority and realises the pointlessness of attempting to deter her from 
future acts of deception and rebellion, which clearly signifies his disempowerment as a father. 
Moreover, Veronica also prevents Keith from protecting her by never revealing to him that she 
was drugged and raped at a party two months after Lilly Kane’s murder. In ‘Of Vice and Men’ 
(3.7), Veronica is again drugged by the organised group of rapists she is attempting to uncover 
at Hearst College, which Keith doesn’t find out about either. As this demonstrates, Veronica 
consistently repudiates the father’s role as sexual protector and defender of the daughter’s 
‘honour’. As the series ends, Keith finally accepts Veronica’s need for vengeance (Leavitt & 
Leavitt 2011), and also comes to terms with the futility of his attempts to instil in his daughter 
a steady moral compass. This resolution occurs following Veronica’s venture to trace a secret 
society led by Jake Kane called The Castle, which is the source of a sex tape featuring Veronica 
and her new boyfriend, Stosh ‘Piz’ Piznarski (Chris Lowell). Together with her friend Cindy 
‘Mac’ Mackenzie (Tina Majorino), Veronica hacks Jake’s hard drive to find a list of the 
fraternity’s members, as well as their confessions of wrongdoing (which they were required to 
divulge at their initiation). Keith, as Neptune’s acting sheriff, does not report Veronica’s break-
in to Jake’s mansion, despite having evidence that she was responsible for the crime.  
 
Keith’s attempt to spare Veronica is eventually uncovered. Accordingly, he has charges filed 
against him for tampering with evidence relating to Veronica’s break-and-enter, most likely 
resulting in his defeat in the upcoming sheriff’s election. Thus, as it is Keith who bears the cost 
of his daughter’s moral transgressions, the series finally gestures to how the patriarchal 
authority which is assumedly embodied by the father must be sacrificed in the name of social 
renewal and the end of white male rule. The kind of betrayal that Keith is confronted with 
because of this incident accordingly intimates the painful consequences for the father’s 
masculinity – and thus the patriarchy – as an outcome of feminism (and hence the vigilante 
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feminist heroine’s tenacious drive for retribution). Veronica Mars thus concludes on a 
dissatisfying note, whereby Veronica’s betrayal of Keith in her bid to expose the sexist 
operations of the social world around her highlights the necessary costs of the feminist anti-
heroine’s unrelenting determination to dismantle the patriarchy. In this way, Veronica Mars 
deviates from traditional noir expectations, transfiguring its tropes by offering “a vision of 
female millennial subjectivity” (Stein 2015, p. 96). As Louisa Ellen Stein (2015, p. 77-78) has 
remarked, millennial noir media texts “pick and choose and transform” classic film noir 
regulations “to serve contemporary purposes.” By recalibrating the noir text’s ‘tragic couple’ 
as a father-adolescent daughter duo, Veronica Mars explores concerns about the place of the 
father in his daughter’s identity formation that are intricately tied to feminism’s intensifying 
association with girlhood. As such, in Veronica Mars, the Veronica/Keith dyad serves to 
highlight its feminine adolescent protagonist’s position as an emblem of girl agency which 
threatens the ‘natural’ patriarchy.  
 
The conscious curtailment of Keith’s paternal authority as Veronica Mars progresses – and as 
signified by Veronica’s bourgeoning non-compliance to his commands as the series moves 
forward – means that Keith’s masculine status as a professional and personal ‘failure’ (for 
which his daughter is partly responsible) is ultimately never atoned by his protective capacities. 
In this way, the series does not seek to emphasise the daughter subject’s reliance on paternal 
protection in the way that series such as Castle have done. In Veronica Mars, Keith is 
conceived as a noir-ish tragic hero who is ultimately unable to protect his defiant daughter, yet 
also cannot shield Neptune’s constituents from her duplicity. However – and as Veronica’s 
prospects as a feminist heroine signify – Keith’s inability to recoup hegemonic masculinity 
does not necessary imply his failure at fatherhood. That is, if we are to perceive Veronica’s 
resistance as indicative of Keith’s part in the making of a feminist heroine, and Keith’s choice 
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to embrace his daughter’s true (and flawed) character despite his knowledge of her treachery 
towards him, our understanding of men’s role in girl-rearing might evolve to reflect a more 
complex – and perhaps equitable – vision of the father-adolescent daughter relationship. As I 
have demonstrated here, Veronica Mars is a prime example of how popular culture can 
successfully engage feminism and resist deploying fatherhood as a mechanism for the 
redemption of outmoded masculinities.  
 
While Veronica Mars demonstrates postfeminism’s function as a backlash against feminism, 
just as so-called postfeminist texts often do, the series also engages complicated feminist 
dialogues about daughterhood, fatherhood and the patriarchy, that is, as a “familial-social, 
ideological, political system in which men … determine what part women shall or shall not 
play, and in which the female is everywhere subsumed under the male” (Rich 1976, p. 40-41). 
Veronica Mars’ depiction of Keith exemplifies that whilst the show makes claims about the 
tension between feminist daughterhood and the father’s rule, it also conceives paternity as a 
reflection of how men love and depend on their daughters, as opposed to serving as autocrats 
(and thus shoring up white masculine fantasies of power by constructing fathers as 
hypermasculine protectors). Specifically, Keith is at once an embodied consequence of the 
subversive feminist girl heroine’s grit and his daughter’s closest and most loyal confidant. 
Consequently, rather than entirely vesting in an Oedipal discourse that “insists upon revealing 
the father as law, as the gaze, as boldliness” (Kowaleski-Wallace 1983, p. x) – and instead 
correlating Keith with patriarchal power as a means of engaging in feminist debate – Keith 
highlights the fragility of the patriarchy by illuminating the constructedness of the father as an 
embodiment of patriarchal control. Above all, Keith’s incapacity to serve as Veronica’s 
disciplinarian does not discount his capacity as a parent but rather constructs his daughter’s 
potentiality as a feminist heroine.  
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Postfeminist parenting, black feminist girlhood and the ‘new’ African-American family  
Black Lightning, which has been renewed for a third season in 2020, recounts the Pierce 
family’s metamorphosis into a vigilante superhero/ine team who must protect the imagined 
city of Freeland from ‘The 100’ gang, which is led by a supervillain called Tobias Whale 
(Marvin Jones III). The show’s titular protagonist, Jefferson Pierce (Cress Williams), is a 
highly-regarded African-American citizen of Freeland – a fictitious city modelled on Atlanta, 
and which is (ironically) marked by serious social and economic inequalities. He is the 
principal of a charter school called Garfield High (a role which has gained him the nickname 
‘Black Jesus’), and also a part-time superhero known as Black Lightning by the city’s 
constituents. Jefferson, with his ex-wife Lynn Stewart (Christine Adams), is the father of two 
daughters, Anissa and Jennifer. Anissa/Thunder (Nafessa Williams) is a queer, twenty-
something medical student, part-time high school teacher and Black Lives Matter activist and 
Jennifer is a Garfield High student and rebellious but outstanding student and athlete, just like 
her father. Whilst Lynn is not a ‘meta’ like her ex-husband or daughters, she is a brilliant 
neuroscientist who becomes embroiled in investigating and curing casualties of a highly-
addictive drug called ‘green light’, which has a similar effect on the brain as the ‘meta gene’ 
inherited by Jefferson, Anissa and Jennifer alike.  
 
Primarily, the series explores the girls’ realisation that their father is the enigmatic vigilante 
superhero Black Lightning, as well as their discovery that they have inherited incredible 
superhuman powers from him. The complications that these circumstances create for the Pierce 
family ultimately draw Jefferson and Lynn back together; Lynn eventually returns to the 
suburban family home and they resume life as a cohesive family unit. Following 
Jefferson/Black Lightning, Jennifer/Lightning takes up the most prominent role in Black 
Lightning. The show tracks her transformation into an extraordinarily powerful ‘metahuman’ 
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whose unique ability to generate electric shocks from her hands eventually equips her to bring 
down Tobias – a tyrannical and ruthless African-American whose albinism makes him clearly 
recognisable as the show’s emblem of corrupt white authority. Tobias is eventually defeated 
(for now) in the final episode of the show’s second season. This occurs when Jennifer breaks 
into his penthouse and, catching him off guard, wreaths him in coils of energy. When Jefferson 
finally arrives at the scene, he warns Jennifer that she must not degrade herself by murdering 
her enemy and instead must let justice take its course. Eventually acceding to Jefferson’s 
request, Jennifer restrains Tobias until the Freeland Police Department arrive to arrest him. 
 
Black Lightning is constitutive of the live action superhero/ine drama category which has 
expanded rapidly over the last decade, and whose inclusion of powerful superheroines and 
strong superhuman characters of colour evinces the burgeoning popular cultural category’s 
progressive evolution. The genre made its way to television in recent years via network and 
cable television, as well as digital distribution platforms such as Netflix with series such as 
Arrow (2012-present), The Flash (2014-present), Gotham (2014-present) and Jessica Jones 
(2015-present). Black Lightning first appeared in April 1977’s Black Lightning#1 and was 
created as a direct response to the popularity of other black superheroes such as Luke Cage. 
It’s adaptation into a television series by the CW typifies the genre-specific overlap of between 
comic book and live action superheroes that, as Jeffrey A. Brown (2007, p. 3) points out, 
“complicates demarcating between the two mediums,” though has ultimately brought comic 
book superheroes and superheroines to “a much larger audience with varying degrees of 
familiarity with the overall genre.” The series has emerged at the same cultural moment as a 
range of American films, television series and comic books vested in feminist and identity 
politics, and which feature racially diverse and/or queer superhumans (whose creation is 
credited to the alliance of non-white feminine writers, such as Pakistani-American comic editor 
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Sana Amanat). Some of these include: DC’s Vixen of Vixen: Return of the Lion (2009), 
Marvel’s Shuri of Black Panther (2009) and Kamala Khan, of Ms. Marvel (2014), the first 
Pakistani-American superheroine of the Marvel Universe. 
 
Black Lightning, as a creation of the game-changing African-American producer, Mara Brock 
Akil, epitomises the potential of media production developed from a black feminine 
perspective to offer “progressive and empowering concepts about black female strength and 
heroics” (Brown 2013, p. 128), yet also “take special interest in inserting the real voices of and 
perspectives of everyday Black women” (Harris 2019, p. 2). The series repudiates prevailing 
post-racial “discourses of colourblindness” (Ruiz De Castilla & Reyez García 2013, p. 154) 
through its emphasis on the severity of institutionalised racism in contemporary US society, 
and through its depiction of Jennifer and Anissa as staunch feminist, Black Lives Matter 
activists. This is exemplified in ‘The Book of Secrets: Chapter Two: Just and Unjust’ (2.12) 
during a sequence where Garfield High’s bigoted, white principal, Mike Lowry (P.J. Byrne) 
insists that a memorial dedicated to the recently-murdered Khalil Payne (Jordan Calloway) 
must be removed. Evoking civil rights icons such as Martin Luther King, Jennifer declares in 
response to Principal Lowry’s request (and in front of a crowd of students), “The hell it ain’t. 
Because whether you like it or not, black lives matter.” In this instance, Jennifer talks back to 
the white patriarchy and accordingly celebrates her status as an exemplar of black feminist 
girlhood. Evidently, then, Jennifer’s persona reflects a more recent integration of anti-racism 
discourse in mainstream US media culture, as well as “a shift away from the post-racial 
discourses” (Keller & Ryan 2018, p. 10) that dominated early-2000s popular culture. 
In fact, whilst Malia and Sasha Obama constitute as “postracial [can-do] girl role models” 
(Projansky 2014, p. 69), Jennifer contradicts dominant, depoliticised versions of African-
American ‘can-do’ girlhood as she personifies the unyielding (black) activist subject who is 
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traditionally coded as masculine. Moreover, unlike the evangelical girl-rearing manuals 
targeted to black girls and women which I critically explored in Chapter Three, the black 
feminine personas of Black Lightning illustrate the show’s resistance of postfeminism’s 
tendency to retrench the black woman’s grievances, “as personal – not structural and 
institutional” (Springer 2007, p. 268). The series eschews persistent black girl stereotypes 
which associate the sexual experiences of African-American girls with hypersexual 
heterosexuality, violence, abuse and pregnancy. For instance, Jennifer is depicted as a 
heterosexual ‘virgin’ who owns her decision to wait, and thus counters cultural tropes of out-
of-control black sexuality and victimhood. Unlike films such as Boyz n the Hood (1991) and 
Precious (2009), which instead embed narratives of black virginity loss in rape stories and 
“subplots of urban crime and juvenile delinquency” (Kelly 2016, p. 127), Black Lightning 
offers Jennifer as a paragon of black feminist girlhood. Moreover, Anissa, as an ‘out and proud’ 
femme lesbian, confirms the show’s repudiation of male voyeurism and fetishism which has 
historically problematised popular cultural representations of lesbians. By celebrating her 
pleasure in feminine beauty, the series thus broaches the problem of identity policing amongst 
queer people, which is more directly addressed in the LGBTQI-inclusive Starz web series Vida 
(2018-present).  
 
Consequently, through its reclamation of beauty practices as “enjoyable, self-chosen and 
skilled feminine pursuits” (Lazar 2011, p. 37), Black Lightning appeals to postfeminism’s 
preoccupation with beautification as a form of empowerment. Nonetheless, as the powers held 
by Jennifer and Anissa parallel (and in Jennifer’s case exceed) those of their father, as well as 
arch-villain Tobias, they avoid “the compounded hypersexuality” (Brown 2013, p. 128) of the 
black and costumed superheroine and instead “embody progressive concepts about Black 
female strength and heroics” (Brown 2013, p. 128). The show’s engagement in intersectional 
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feminist debate therefore places it alongside recent serialised dramas such as The Handmaid’s 
Tale (2017-present) and Black-ish (2014-present) – and accordingly exemplifies how popular 
culture has, alongside texts embodying anti-feminist themes such as those examined in Chapter 
Three, more recently served as a form of intersectional feminist protest. Moreover, Jennifer’s 
feminist girl persona is representative of the live-action superhero/ine genre’s current 
celebration of the embodied knowledge of black girls and the role of such know-how in the 
formation of black girl feminist movements. Whilst Anissa and Jennifer partially personify “a 
color-blind ethos because they do not exist to protect or save only one group from racial harm” 
(Nama 2011, p. 153), like Malcom X, they also incongruently represent the importance of 
seeking justice for black Americans by any means necessary. Therefore, this series captures, 
as Adilifu Nama (2011, p.153) explains, the capacity of black superhero/ines to “not only 
reimagine black folk but also stand outside dichotomous ideological constructs” concerning 
US race relations. 
 
Furthermore, Black Lightning challenges racist alarmist discourses of African-American 
parenthood by countering the myth of the absent black father, as well as persistent racially 
gendered stereotypes of black motherhood such as the ‘welfare queen’ and ‘crack-addicted 
mother’, “who became a mainstay of late 1980s and 1990s political rhetoric linking race and 
gender to the war on drugs” (Springer 2007, p. 254). Through the show’s depiction of Lynn as 
an assertive, protective, dependable and professionally successful black mother figure, Black 
Lightning proposes socially progressive ideas about black motherhood. The series figures Lynn 
as a locus of wisdom, particularly as she is portrayed as the main authority regarding first-time 
sex and safe-sex. To demonstrate, when Jennifer brings up her intention to lose her virginity in 
‘Lawanda: The Book of Burial’ (1.3), Lynn is level-headed and commands control over the 
conversation, whilst Jefferson instead appears to be shell-shocked by his daughter’s 
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forthrightness. Unlike the conservative evangelical girl-rearing manuals examined in the 
previous chapter, by emphasising Jennifer’s extremely assertive sense of bodily and sexual 
autonomy Black Lightning impedes Jefferson’s ‘natural’ authority as a father to dictate the 
conditions upon which Jennifer’s sexual coming of age occurs. However, unlike Veronica 
Mars and Castle, the series also positions Lynn as an equally proficient parent whose 
capabilities as a caretaker are not entirely undermined by Jefferson’s figuring as the origin of 
his daughters’ superheroine status. 
 
Crucially, whilst I have previously demonstrated how hegemonic postfeminist media texts 
emphasise the father’s transferral of power to the daughter, and thus naturally shift focus away 
from the mother, via its characterisation of Lynn Black Lightning contradicts the tendency of 
postfeminist media texts concerned with the father-adolescent daughter relationship to deploy 
mothers as ciphers to “facilitate the paternal self-actualization of fathers” (Hamad 2014, p. 17). 
Moreover, although a conservative heteronormative view of the family, as consisting of a 
heterosexual mother and father, has informed the texts I have previously examined, the series 
analysed in this chapter point to how, in postfeminist culture, male-headed, white single-father 
households (as exemplified by Castle and Veronica Mars) are seldom regarded as 
dysfunctional, and are in fact understood as beneficial to the daughter. Though, whilst 
(initially) Black Lightning represents the black single-father household as a temporary 
‘opportunity’ for the father to perfectly perform ‘involved’ postfeminist fatherhood, 
conclusively, the series constitutes the re-united black family unit as symbol of peace and order. 
In doing so, it negates its previous emphasis on the functionality of single-parent households. 
As I will now demonstrate, alongside its celebration of black girlhood and disruption of 
racialised gender tropes of the black family, Black Lightning is underpinned by 
heteronormative postfeminist discourses on family life. 
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Indeed, it follows that the series speaks to how postfeminist media production serves to revive 
‘cultural patriarchalism’ and temper ‘past’ masculinities through “judicious recourse to 
signifiers of contemporary postfeminist masculinity, as protagonists are also (or become) 
sensitive, emotionally articulate fathers, commensurate with contemporary norms” (Hamad 
2014, p. 29). Regardless of the emotional articulacy of Jefferson’s fatherhood, he is also 
positioned as a literal nucleus of black paternal power as the provenance of his daughters’ 
superheroine status. At the beginning of the series, Lynn expresses concerns about Jefferson’s 
inability to face up to the likely consequences of his vigilantism, for his daughters, which then 
prompts her to separate from him. As she exclaims in ‘Three Sevens: The Book of Thunder’ 
(1.6), “You’re an amazing dad, their anchor in this world, but you can’t be if you let the air out 
of your soul. And that's exactly what will happen if you commit murder, Jeff, shred your soul.” 
Yet it is ironically Jefferson’s reclamation of the Black Lightning title that ultimately incites 
the Pierce family’s reconsolidation. That is, the family reunites when Lynn finally 
acknowledges Jefferson’s need for retribution and the city’s reliance on his services. 
 
And so, whilst the series implies that Jefferson is at fault for losing his marriage in the first 
place, the reason that his marriage initially temporarily breaks down i.e. his role as a 
paternalistic public sphere protector – though also importantly his newly established 
significance as the mentor of his superheroine daughters – is ultimately what allows him to 
prove to Lynn his commitment to his children’s development and safety and recuperate his 
traditional patriarchal status. Jennifer’s voice-over – “This was the night, in the rain, with 
thunder and lightning as a witness, that Black Lightning was born again” (‘The Resurrection’, 
1) – foreshadows the future-role of herself and Anissa in relation to Jefferson’s reawakening 
as a superhero. In this way, Black Lightning exemplifies how paternal power is valorised via 
the father’s child-rearing role, as well as being the source of his daughter’s empowerment, or 
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in this case her supernatural gifts. Consequently, Jefferson’s public/private paternalism ensures 
his position as a paragon of contemporary (black) masculinity.  
 
 
Figure 4.1. 2019, Black Lightning, Jennifer aka ‘Lightning’ and Jefferson aka ‘Black Lightning’. 
 
In the final scenes of season two’s final episode, the Pierce family gather around the dinner 
table in their suburban home to celebrate the conquest of the show’s arch villain, Tobias. As 
the season (and series thus far) ends this way its conception of the original space of innocence 
as the ‘intact’ heteronormative nuclear family unit is highlighted. Correspondingly, the former 
‘brokenness’ of the family – and the fact that the show’s ‘happy ending’ necessitates their 
reunion as a ‘complete’ entity – implies the single-parented family unit in terms of lacking and 
incompleteness. The single-parented family is thus something that must be ‘fixed’ by the father 
for the sake of his position as a patriarch. Invoking postfeminism’s tendency to condone new 
family arrangements but ultimately refrain from pushing for substantial political change, Black 
Lightning privileges the heteronormative family structure through its conception of the Pierce 
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family’s coherence as the show’s ‘happily ever after’. The series thus exemplifies the resonance 
of therapeutic broken family discourse in US popular culture, and specifically how postfeminist 
media texts valorise the male-headed nuclear family unit “by positioning the ideal ‘daughter’ 
as a future sexual subject with the potential to reinstate the heteronormative family, and more 
particularly, restore the father who has been displaced from his position of authority at the head 
of the family” (Ewen 2012, p. 17). This means that whilst Jennifer’s acquisition of superpowers 
is essential to her formation into a feminist girl heroine – and brings a whole new meaning to 
the term ‘black girl magic’ – her rise to superheroine status, firstly, inscribes Jefferson as the 
source of the postfeminist girl heroine’s power and, secondly, rationalises Jefferson’s necessity 
to be patriarch.  
 
Most crucially, though, it is Jennifer’s need for Jefferson’s mentorship – and hence her role in 
reconstructing the ideal black family in accordance with the “cultural misremembering of 
1950s family values” (Hamad 2014, p. 29; Coontz 1992) that defines depictions of black 
fatherhood in postfeminism – which partly confers her ideal black girl status. In this regard, 
Black Lightning evokes Obama’s deracialised sovereign persona discussed in Chapter Two, 
particularly as it invokes fantasies of the white 1950s-male-headed family via its imagining of 
the Pierces once again sharing a meal in their luxurious but quintessentially mid-twentieth 
century suburban home. Therefore, although I have illustrated the success of Black Lightning 
in terms of its role in creating discourses of black girlhood which “place Black girls at the 
centre” (Brown 2009, p. x), in the following section I assert that the show’s imagining of 
middle-class black family life is marked by nostalgic notions of paternal masculinity that not 
only figure Jefferson (in a similar way to Obama) as a paragon of black masculinity but also 
position him at the centre of the narrative. 
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Paternally signified black superheroism and the father as a champion of ‘black girl 
magic’ 
As I demonstrated in my analysis of Veronica Mars, it important to acknowledge the noir 
genre’s propensity to “seldom allow two lovers to redeem their troubled relationship” (Renzi 
2012, p. 55) if we are to understand why Veronica’s father Keith, is required to bear the full 
force of his daughter’s destructive vigilantism in the series finale of Veronica Mars. Shifting 
my attention from Black Lightning’s operationalising of politicised black identities, from here 
onwards I am interested in fleshing out the consequences of Black Lightning’s requirement as 
a superhero/ine melodrama to ‘return to innocence’, that is, through the restoration of the 
heteronormative family unit. The melodrama’s quest for a bygone fantasy of incorruptibility 
is, as Linda Williams (1998, p. 65) has argued, “the fundamental reason for melodramas 
profound conservatism.” The show’s need to restore ‘the old’ by recuperating the male-headed 
family is thus demonstrated by its ‘big reveal’ of Jennifer and Jefferson as a father-adolescent 
daughter vigilante superhero/ine team at the end of the second season’s final episode. By 
bringing into focus Jefferson’s role in facilitating Jennifer’s rise to superheroine status, Black 
Lightning calls for ‘familial unity’ in conformity with patriarchal and mythological-derived 
kinship norms which venerate the father by prescribing that the young hero’s successful 
transition to manhood/adulthood entails reconciliation with the father.  
 
Kara M. Kvaran (2017) has explained that in the mono-myth, the son/hero must atone with the 
father by gaining his approval, acknowledging that the father is ‘ideologically correct’ or 
otherwise physically or intellectually defeating him. Keeping this logic in mind, here I claim 
that Jennifer’s coming-of-age journey is mapped on to a historical story template which 
functions to extol the father by accentuating his role in enabling Jennifer to hone her powers 
(and hence ensuring her smooth transition to young womanhood). Jennifer’s coming-of-age 
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journey – which is explored via her transformation into a superheroine – is recounted through 
the narrative structure of the mono-myth, “an often told story in Western mythology of a boy 
who goes on a quest and comes home a man” (Kvaran 2012, p. 221), yet only because he has 
received the father’s approval of his manhood. Because Jennifer is quite literally the inheritor 
of Jefferson’s power(s), and her ability to maximise her abilities, firstly, parallels her coming 
of age and, secondly, necessitates Jefferson’s intervention, Black Lightning ultimately figures 
the alternative spectacular girl as a reflection of the father’s power.  
 
In Black Lightning, the Jennifer/Jefferson relationship is initially fraught with antagonism, 
primarily due to Jennifer’s rebellious behaviour. However, when Jennifer begins to show 
interest in understanding and using her powers, Jefferson’s responsibility to hone his 
daughter’s lightning-based powers replaces the show’s earlier focus on his response to her 
misdemeanours. In the pilot episode, Jennifer goes to a nightclub and eventually finds herself 
in trouble when she meets a member of ‘The 100’ gang. When Jefferson finds out that his 
daughter is in grave danger, he goes to retrieve her and is forced to use his powers to protect 
her. In a three-episode story arc in season two, in protest against her parents’ decision to keep 
her cooped up in the family home to ensure her safety (and protection of others) from her 
supposedly mighty powers, Jennifer runs away with Khalil, who must flee Freeland after 
betraying Tobias. Upon returning to Freeland, and with the help of Jefferson and some 
sidekicks, Jennifer begins to better control (and embrace the potential of) her special abilities.  
 
Thus, whilst she is at first frustrated at being the recipient of unpredictable powers that she 
cannot control, and wants to reject this responsibility, by the end of season two she has fully 
embraced her mantle as a vigilante superheroine. The most significant interaction between 
Jennifer and Jefferson occurs at the end of the second season’s finale when Jennifer/Lightning 
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decides to single-handedly murder Tobias. In this sequence, Jefferson, who arrives not long 
after Jennifer (who is in her brand-new superheroine costume) at Tobias’ penthouse in the guise 
of Black Lightning, insists to Jennifer that she must resist the temptation to kill in the name of 
revenge and does not “deserve to become a cold-blooded killer” (‘The Book of the Apocalypse: 
Chapter Two: The Omega’, 2.16). Jennifer respects Jefferson’s advice by refraining from 
killing Tobias, and instead uses her powers to paralyse him so that Freeland’s authorities can 
apprehend him and justice can serve its course. As this dramatic father-daughter moment 
elucidates, Jefferson’s significance in Jennifer’s formation as Lightning (and accordingly her 
maturation) is also contingent on his capacity to inculcate in his daughter a strong sense of 
morality and rightness, that is, as opposed to merely passing down his special abilities to her.  
 
In this regard, Jennifer depends on Jefferson’s ability to instil in her the importance of non-
violent resistance as a means of propagating peace in a city tainted by racial prejudice and 
oppression, which is ironically called Freeland. To that end, Jennifer’s journey to becoming a 
warrior of justice entails – in line with the mono-myth – her alignment with the father’s 
ideological imperative. Clearly then, Black Lightning is underpinned by patriarchal Western 
mythology – the kind which Kvaran (2017) has noted continues to inform the production of 
contemporary US superhero narratives. To some extent, and in accord with the monomyth, 
Black Lightning engages the ambivalence between the masculine hero’s conflict with the father 
and desire for the father’s approval via its construction of Jennifer as being Jefferson’s ‘other’ 
(in many senses of the word) and his successor, that is, as the beneficiary of his uncertain 
relationship with violence. As I have stressed in this textual analysis, the idealised daughter of 
postfeminist culture is a recipient of the father’s valuable forms of capital which will enable 
her to embody ideal postfeminist girlhood, but she must also seek his protection so as to avoid 
harm (physical and/or loss of ethics) and, by extension, reiterate the daughter’s position as the 
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“necessary foundation for biologically complementary heterosexual families” (Driscoll 2002, 
p. 7).  
 
Moreover, in the context of feminism’s new cultural life in mainstream US media culture 
(Banet-Weiser 2018) and “the revitalisation of identity politics” (Keller & Ryan, p. 8) – which, 
as I argued in Chapter Two, is exemplified through the emergence of online feminist 
solidarities – Jennifer also represents the expanding possibilities of popular feminism in the 
construction of feminist girl identities. Her conceptualisation as a committed Black Lives 
Matter supporter speaks to what Keller and Ryan (2018, p. 9-10) have noted as a significant 
rise in anti-racist activism which broadens the focus on institutionalised racism directed at men 
and boys, by highlighting how black girls and women “have been continually excluded from 
the dominant framing of police brutality and racism and have advocated for the recognition of 
the intersection of gender, race and class identities in the lives of black women.” Therefore, 
“the heightened visibility of feminist activism” (Gill 2016, p. 613) which has arisen in tandem 
with anti-racist movements in the US has led to the materialisation of mediated non-white, 
politically engaged (and sometimes queer) girl activists. Indeed, Jennifer – like Marisol 
Sanchez, the Latinx anti-gentrification campaigner of Vida – bears out how the “ever-
increasing visibility” (Banet-Weiser 2018, p. 11) of activist feminism, as well as race- and/or 
class-focused identity politics has broadened the parameters of feminine/feminist 
representation in television. In contrast to the young feminine (and specifically daughter) 
subjectivities focused on in Chapter Two and Chapter Three whose representation, as I have 
argued, is dictated by the voice of powerful men, current televisual depictions of girls – many 
of which are written by women – incorporate (and even centre on) the perspectives and 
experiences which define the struggles and triumphs of girls who do not correlate with 
depoliticised, white ‘can-do/at-risk’ girlhood.  
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Black Lightning’s representation of the father-adolescent daughter relationship is undeniably 
gender and racially progressive compared to the early 2000s cinematic texts I previously 
analysed. By positioning Jennifer as the benefactor to Jefferson’s (black) power, the series 
clearly gestures to the responsibility – yet also capability – of black girls (and black youths 
more broadly) to further the project of racial reconciliation in the US. In this way, the series 
renders the black father-adolescent daughter relationship as a pathway towards a better future. 
Jefferson’s newly developed pacifist principles and unyielding resistance to racial 
discrimination and prejudice is passed on to Jennifer, who is (like her father) uniquely equipped 
to combat institutionalised racism, in place of the currently bigoted regime which pays 
inadequate attention to the kind of brutality suffered by African Americans at the hands of the 
police and the law in the US. The series foregrounds a version of black father-adolescent 
daughter relations which emphasises feminist concerns about the consequences, for girls, of 
the hierarchical structure of this familial bond. It also explores characteristically postfeminist 
notions about the transmission of traditionally masculine forms of power from father to 
daughter. Most importantly though, the Jefferson/Jennifer relationship defies dominant 
heteronormative discourses on the African-American father-adolescent daughter relationship 
which construct black men as irresponsible, imagine black girls as passive victims of their 
father’s absence and re-establish the male breadwinner family as the ‘correct’ parenting model. 
 
In one respect, Jennifer – who is known by her fellow students as the ‘Queen of Garfield’ – is 
the “racialized super can-do girl” (Projansky 2014, p. 94) whose implausibility as a straight-A 
student, semi-professional athlete and part-time superheroine tasked with fighting the white 
patriarchy positions her as an idealistic (and unrealistic) exemplar of black girlhood. Yet as an 
intersectional feminist activist who confronts racism and stands up to her superiors when she 
is being unjustly treated, she also “opens up a space” (Projansky 2014, p. 93) for politically 
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savvy but marginalised girls who stand up for one another. By focusing on black feminine 
characters who challenge racist behaviour and displace “whiteness at the centre of the 
ubiquitous can-do girlhood” (Projansky 2014, p. 93), Black Lightning plays an important role 
in unlocking a cultural desire for and normalisation of mediated girl identities who are 
“committed to social justice” (Projansky 2014, p. 237) and engage in the work of 
commemorating all kinds of girlhoods, whether they are inspiring feminist trailblazers or 
otherwise simply courageous enough to be themselves. 
 
Nonetheless, despite the show’s valorisation of politically productive representations of young 
femininity, the father’s sovereignty – as well as his narrative centrality – remains unthreatened 
in Black Lightning. This does not necessarily negate the show’s otherwise progressivist vision 
of gender, and especially black girlhood. However, it does point to the cultural consequences 
of postfeminist fatherhood’s compliance with the heteronormative status quo, and hence the 
preservation of existing gender roles. This notion is summed up in the second season’s 
penultimate episode (‘The Book of the Apocalypse: Chapter One: The Alpha’) in which 
Jefferson, at the dinner table, remarks that Lynn has helped him to see that he needs to “father 
in a different way.” As this quotation implies, Jefferson recognises the potentially restraining 
capacity of his authoritarianism. Nonetheless, by subsequently going on to list “three rules [that 
the Pierce family] will follow,” he is thus contradicting his claim made only moments earlier 
about his willingness to refrain from his often-oppressive approach to fathering. Jefferson’s 
contradictory actions ultimately encapsulate the patriarchal-postfeminist father’s tendency to 
disingenuously critique the restraints of heteronormativity. In the following episode – in which 
the Pierce family reconvene at the same table following their defeat of Tobias – it therefore 
remains certain that this melodrama’s return to a ‘space of innocence’ entails not only the defeat 
of evil but the resumption of an old, familiar (re)imagined patriarchy of the past. 
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Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have demonstrated how three television series produced at distinct periods, 
across the span of the twenty-first century, have served to bolster and/or disrupt dominant 
discourses on the father-adolescent daughter relationship, thus typifying how feminism and 
postfeminism are “entangled in complex ways” (Gill 2016, p. 620). Recognising concerns 
about postfeminism’s relevance, as an analytical term for understanding “this putatively ‘new’ 
moment” (Gill 2016, p. 620), I revealed how postfeminist gender discourses continue to 
pervade in complicated ways, and most explicitly through the universalised postfeminist-
patriarchal father. Beginning with Castle, and focusing on its fifth (and most highly-watched) 
season, I used the series to exemplify how a historically specific gender discourse of ‘resurgent 
protective paternalism’ – “a major intersection of postfeminism and post-9/11 culture … 
enabled by the efficacy of fatherhood as a universally negotiable discourse of masculinity” 
(Hamad 2014, p. 27) – pervaded commercially viable US popular cultural configurations of 
the father-adolescent daughter relationship located in the 2010s. As my analysis of Castle has 
illustrated, dominant popular cultural configurations of the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship adhere to an abduction narrative formula that serves to re-establish the father’s 
discursive centrality and hinges on the imperilment of exclusively white daughter subjects 
(Hamad 2014) at the hands of the fortified ‘Arab Other’. The show’s dependence on this 
narrative framework points to how hegemonic gender constructions of postfeminist fatherhood, 
in a post-9/11 postfeminist cultural context, depend on the denial of the adolescent girl’s 
agency. 
 
In the following discussion of Veronica Mars, I reflected on how the series destabilises – and 
importantly generates – new cultural logics and hegemonic gender norms, revealing how the 
show’s subversion of patriarchal gender norms is tied to its repudiation of traditional 
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melodramatic conventions. I established that the rejection of dominant values is a 
distinguishing feature of the classic noir text – one which sets it apart from the melodramatic 
text. Moreover, I argued that as Veronica Mars progresses, it is increasingly resistant to 
postfeminism’s proclivity to discursively re-centre hypermasculine paternal protectors. 
Nevertheless, the series simultaneously relies on the absent and/or irresponsible mother figure, 
a key trope of postfeminism. As I have argued, Keith’s ‘unsuccessful’ masculinity – and 
specifically the fact that his manhood is diminished (rather than reaffirmed) via his role as 
Veronica’s father – fundamentally highlights concerns about the consequences of feminist 
girlhood for the father’s masculine fortitude which are situated in early-2000s third wave 
feminist politics. Veronica’s defiance of Keith’s command emphasises her role as an embodied 
pushback on patriarchal (and paternal) authority. However, his inability to successfully 
personify hegemonic postfeminist masculinity, like Richard and Jefferson, does not necessarily 
make him an incompetent father, and the series makes a point of this by underscoring the 
profound connection shared by Keith and Veronica. Acknowledging Keith’s acceptance of his 
inability to intervene in Veronica’s decision-making, the series is in fact celebratory of the 
father figure who learns to accept, or otherwise turn a blind eye to, his daughter’s personal 
choices, even if he may disagree with (and be directly implicated) by them.  
 
Finally, I turned to Black Lightning, specifically focusing on how the series offers portrayals 
of black intersectional feminist girlhood and masculinity which are bound up with a 
reinvigorated anti-racist and feminist politics marking the present cultural moment (Gill 2016, 
2017; Banet-Weiser 2018). As I claimed, the series exemplifies the cultural impact of emergent 
activist feminisms tied to the visibility of non-white, queer cultural producers, and their role in 
the creation of texts that defy intersecting postfeminist and post-racial discourses on black 
identity. However, I also demonstrated how this series simultaneously extols the high-profile, 
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hypermasculine patriarch, thus revealing how postfeminist discourse persists in contemporary 
US media culture, even in more seemingly ‘forward-thinking’ texts. That is, the series 
epitomises the melodrama’s propensity to offer fictionalised (and temporary) recognition of 
the repressive effects of the heteronormative patriarchy in postfeminism for paternally signified 
men. As I explained, the glorification of heroic, macho fatherhood in Black Lightning is 
facilitated via its idealisation of “family values of bygone eras” (Hamad 2014, p. 29) which 
reiterate heterosexual fatherhood as ideal masculinity. Nonetheless, Jefferson’s 
hypermasculinity is essentially tempered – and is accordingly identified as feminist father – 
because he is simultaneously figured as a facilitator of feminist girlhood.  
 
Through my analysis of Black Lightning, I have therefore provided an example of how 
postfeminist discourses persevere – and continue “as an animating force in the media” (Gill 
2016, p. 620) – in ways which are more complicated than ever before. Like Gill (2016; Banet-
Weiser 2018) has importantly noted, whilst new activist feminisms have emerged and 
feminism has become more visible in popular culture, this does not mean that postfeminist 
ideas are not still in circulation with powerful force – we know that because fathers continue 
to retain a hegemonic position in mainstream popular culture as a result of postfeminism’s 
continuing cultural purchase. In 2019, we saw the release of the highly-anticipated fourth 
season of Veronica Mars, twelve years after the airing of its third season (though now through 
online streaming site Hulu), as well as increasing coverage of the relationship between Donald 
Trump and his daughter/senior advisor Ivanka Trump in the digital news mediasphere. With 
these events in mind, popular cultural constructions of the father-adult daughter working 
partnerships may perhaps offer new insights into how notions of succession and power have 
more recently informed US media discourses on the father-adolescent daughter relationship. 
Nonetheless, in the conclusion, I maintain my focus on media dialogues about the bond 
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between men and their tween/teenage daughters, and especially emphasise an intensifying 
connection between the father-adolescent daughter relationship and feminism in US popular 
culture which has emerged in the digital mediasphere since around 2017.  
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Conclusion – 
The Father-Adolescent Daughter Relationship Rethought:  
Popular Feminism, Media Democratisation and the New 
Age of Activism 
 
Through a detailed textual analysis of a wide range of textual forms, I have argued that 
mediated constructions of the father-adolescent daughter relationship which have been 
produced in postfeminist media culture have engaged in the cultural work of challenging and 
disrupting historically entrenched and patriarchal power imbalances, especially within the 
context of the family. I also explored how popular cultural formations of this kinship tie tend 
to offer these kinds of critiques within the parameters of hetero-patriarchal and whitecentric 
ideals constituted by and constitutive of the popular. In the chapters making up this textual 
examination, I demonstrated that contemporary media discourses on the father-adolescent 
daughter relationship are inextricably bound up with the naturalisation of (post)feminist 
discourses on gender, class and race, and importantly the preservation of patriarchal familial 
structures of authority. The inseparability of popular culture, patriarchal hegemony and 
feminism (in its multifarious and often individualistic guises) is fundamental to mainstream 
media conceptualisations of the father-adolescent daughter relationship in a postfeminist 
cultural space.  
 
A patent overlapping between feminist discourse and the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship has characterised the numerous media texts that I have critically analysed. I have 
pointed to how twenty-first century media representations of the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship appeal to feminist ideas and themes, especially through celebrations of feminine 
agency and the daughter’s entrance into traditionally masculine spheres. However, I have also 
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demonstrated that these same depictions simultaneously operate to preserve patriarchal 
structures of authority by extolling paternal masculinity, infantilising girls and omitting the 
mother figure. I argued that in postfeminist media culture, feminist discourses almost always 
suffuse popular cultural imaginings of the father-adolescent daughter relationship, even if they 
only rarely serve to destabilise power structures that favour white heterosexual men. I asserted 
that feminist themes have shaped twenty-first century popular cultural depictions of this 
relationship, albeit the kinds of feminist ideas that they espouse have obvious and problematic 
limitations. During a period where feminism (in its popular forms) is “in the water” 
(Baumgardner and Richards 2000, p. 17; Banet-Weiser 2018), the degree to which the father-
adolescent daughter relationship is understood in intellectual discourses as a mechanism of 
patriarchal power, and accordingly as the key to destabilising patriarchal power structures, has 
come to inform how this kinship connection is imagined in contemporary US media culture. 
 
In Chapter One, I argued that the depiction of power struggles between the father and 
adolescent daughter in early-2000s Hollywood ‘girl teen princess’ films highlighted 
individualistic feminist notions about the importance of challenging and repudiating 
domineering forms of patriarchal authority that limit girls’ agency. These early-millennial 
media texts, as I demonstrated, engage in anti-patriarchal politics, though within the limits of 
very specific ideas about what constitutes desirable forms of girlhood and masculinity. In 
Chapter Two, I claimed that Obama’s tendency to invoke his daughters in public statements 
precipitated the development of online feminist critiques about the consequences of outmoded 
paternalistic ideas relating to the father-adolescent daughter relationship. In Chapter Three, I 
showed that conservative evangelical girl-rearing manuals written primarily by male 
evangelists invoke neoliberal postfeminist notions of empowerment, choice, confidence and 
personal responsibility, as well as postfeminist discourses of involved and emotionally 
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articulate fatherhood. Although these media texts exemplify ‘pre-feminist’ and ‘pro-
patriarchal’ themes (Gill 2016), they fundamentally speak to the strategic co-optation of liberal 
feminist ideas into contemporary religious discourses on the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship, precisely as a way of retaining Christianity’s relevance. In Chapter Four, I 
critically examined representations of fathers and daughters as crime-fighting partners, 
claiming that postfeminist televisual representations of the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship are indivisible from circulating discourses of popular feminism. I argued that these 
series, as popular cultural manifestations of feminism, similarly capitalise on the cultural 
purchase of gendered figures such as the heroic ‘can-do’ girl and the paternalised masculine 
protector. Through an analysis of the father-adolescent daughter relationship in Black 
Lightning, I also asserted that the renewed visibility of activist forms of feminisms and anti-
racist politics in the US mediasphere has played a pivotal role in challenging and subverting 
dominant conceptualisations and idealisations of this familial bond (Banet-Weiser 2018). 
 
Nonetheless, the mediated father-adolescent daughter relationship is equally bound up with, 
and continues in some cultural spaces to be, conducive to strengthening patriarchal values. 
Therefore, before discussing the connection between media digitisation and (connectedly) 
democratisation and the proliferation of resistant feminist counter-discourse on father-
adolescent daughter relationship, I ought to firstly stress that they fundamentally represent 
ways of thinking which oppose the dominant, institutionalised ideas about this kinship tie that 
I have exposed in this textual analysis. As I noted in my exploration of Black Lightning, new 
mediated configurations of the girl attest to the role of emergent activist feminisms (Keller & 
Ryan 2018) – and more broadly feminism’s current visibility (Banet-Weiser 2018) – in the 
politicisation and diversification of girlhood identity in contemporary popular culture. Despite 
these new discourses on girlhood and white male authority, the ongoing hegemony of 
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postfeminist modes of masculinity that ultimately bolster existing forms of gender-power 
relations must be acknowledged. As I demonstrated through a critical reading of Black 
Lightning, whilst it is no longer exclusively white men who are imagined in mainstream 
popular culture as ideal caretakers of adolescent girls, hypermasculine, publicly powerful and 
domestically engaged paternal subjectivities retain their role as the idealised parents of girls in 
the current US cultural climate. Therefore, while I emphasise the potential benefits of liberal 
feminist dialogues that position the father-adolescent daughter relationship as a feminist 
apparatus, I also concede that such discourses ultimately hinge on heteronormative ideas about, 
and practices of, family life. 
 
This tangible intersection between the father-adolescent daughter relationship and feminism, 
which is especially obvious in the digital mediasphere, reveals much about how media 
discourses on the father-adolescent daughter relationship are currently transforming. As I have 
recognised, public dialogues in which feminism and the father-adolescent daughter relationship 
overlap are expanding, together with the formation of new mediated feminisms and the creation 
of digital spaces (by and for girls) which provide them with a platform for publicly expressing 
their opinions and cultivating feminist identities. Therefore, here I shed light on a recently 
visible connection between the father-adolescent daughter relationship and feminism which 
has been forged through the work of feminist journalists, bloggers, activists and artists whose 
content is distributed and circulated online. I acknowledge that media created by girls in the 
US, and accordingly girls’ ability exercise feminist agency through media production, have 
been traced back to subcultural spaces of the 1970s (Kearney 2006; Keller 2016). Nonetheless, 
“the innovative ways girl … are using participatory digital media as activist tools to dialogue, 
network, and organize to challenge contemporary sexism, misogyny, and rape culture” 
(Mendes, Ringrose & Keller 2019, p. 2) is key to understanding the emergence of new (and 
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predominately online) politicised feminist discourses on the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship.  
 
A newly developed link that I have identified between politicised feminist discourses and the 
father-adolescent daughter relationship is also concomitantly related to the emergence of 
politically nuanced feminist discussions (also taking place online) that bring into focus 
celebrity fathers, and critically consider the relationship between fatherhood, feminism and the 
grave impacts of misogyny and sexist fathering practices on girls. Whilst I have already argued 
that these kinds of conversations emerged following Obama’s famous proclamation as a 
feminist in a 2016 personal essay for Glamour, the proliferation of media discourses on men’s 
parenting and criticism of their relationship with feminism re-emerged at the height of the 
#MeToo movement. Specifically, these debates materialised in relation to the continuing 
tendency of male celebrities to utilise their familial connections to girls and women by 
proclaiming themselves as ‘the father of daughters’ to demonstrate a motive for denouncing 
sexually predatory behaviour, as opposed to criticising the practices and structures which 
allowed it to occur in the first place. For example, in the cultural moment of #MeToo, countless 
digital news articles on the feminist faux pas of celebrity fathers materialised on US-based pro-
women online news platforms, inciting a renewed, even more pronounced emphasis on the 
father-adolescent daughter relationship in the digital mediasphere. Some of these online articles 
include ‘Stop Mentioning Your Daughters When You Denounce Harvey Weinstein’ (Harris 
2017), ‘People Are Dragging Men Who Say They Care About Rape Culture Because They 
Have A Daughter’ (McNeal 2017) and ‘A Daughter and Father Talk About #MeToo and the 
Meaning of ‘Father of a Daughter’’ (Weingarten & Weingarten 2017). Questions on issues of 
gender and power, specifically in relation to the father-adolescent daughter relationship, have 
more recently peaked in digital feminist spaces due to the misogynist actions of rapper TI’s 
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2019 statement that he takes his teenage daughter for a yearly gynaecological check-up in order 
to ensure that her hymen is still in place (see Komonibo 2019). 
 
The increased visibility of feminism in the digital realm, and thus wider circulation of feminist 
notions about how the father-adolescent daughter relationship has historically functioned as a 
mechanism of masculine power, has materialised as a new media focus. When feminism is now 
seen online, it often refigures the father-adolescent daughter relationship into an apparatus for 
increasing the agency of girls and working towards liberal feminism’s central goal of gender 
equality. In the late 2010s, online feminist discourses concerning the father-adolescent 
daughter bond have begun to emphasise how rather than recognising the father as a perpetuator 
of patriarchal power structures we must instead shift our attention to men’s paramount role in 
addressing misogyny. We are in a period when, like feminism, sexism has become popular and 
is currently “expressed and practiced on multiple media forms” (Banet-Weiser 2018, p. 2). 
Such a focus bears out in the ways that the father-daughter relationship is currently being 
reinterpreted in popular feminist discourse as a mechanism for propagating activist feminist – 
as opposed to anti-feminist and patriarchal – ideologies. Moreover, it evokes academic feminist 
claims which emerged in the late-1980s that emphasise the importance of developing “a new 
dialectic that refuses to describe the father function as if it were univocal (only having one 
possible meaning) and ahistorical” (Yaeger & Kowaleski-Wallace 1989, p. 6), and therefore 
avoiding readings of the father as simply ‘the patriarchy’.  
 
Especially in debates that circulate in online spaces, digital feminist activists have emphasised 
the idea that fathers must take seriously their daughters’ thoughts and feelings about feminism 
and gender equality. As countless articles have expressed, by listening to their daughters, men 
can develop some insight into the experiences and plights of being a girl in a world and 
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historical period where issues such as misogyny and gender-based discrimination are 
ubiquitous, and they can importantly develop a sense of their role in addressing these important 
issues. This is exemplified by a personal essay ‘What Being Malala’s Father Taught Me About 
Feminism’ (Time 2019) written by Ziauddin Yousafzai, in which he remarks on how his 
daughter Malala Yousafzai has had an influence on his views on feminism: “And so women’s 
voices are the most important in feminism. But in patriarchal societies, a father’s voice is 
perhaps the next most important tool to galvanize change.” Yousafzai (2019) encapsulates how 
the most contemporary enactments of feminist fatherhood pivot on the idea that it is deeply 
anti-feminist to speak in place of girls, especially with regards to issues which directly affect 
them. Additionally, his focus on the significance of not dismissing the integral role of fathers 
in dismantling patriarchal values attest to a contemporary celebration of the feminist father 
who takes part in feminist activism, and accordingly has a vested interest in ensuring equality 
and dignity for all. 
 
Moreover, for a photographic project titled ‘Dear Daughters’ (2017), two Brooklyn-based 
photographers called Marzia Messina and Sham Hinchey recruited a racially diverse group of 
tween girls to have frank conversations with their fathers about sexism and gender equality. To 
some extent, this photography is evocative of the images by David Magnusson which capture 
father-daughter purity ball participants on the day of their ceremony (see figure 3.1) – both 
exhibitions bring into stark focus the intimate attachment between father and adolescent 
daughter. Whilst the portraits by Magnusson shed light on the eroticism marking conservative 
evangelical practices tied to the father-adolescent daughter relationship, Messina and Hinche’s 
photography instead highlights the equality, comfort and ease of father-adolescent daughter 
interactions in a contemporary secular context. In fact, ‘Dear Daughters’ directly critiques 
men’s inclination to invoke their daughters in order to preface their opposition to gender 
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inequality, which as argued marks some of the most well-known public performances of 
feminist fatherhood in the twenty-first century US mediasphere.  
 
 
Figure C.1. 2017, Marzia Messina and Sham Hinchey, ‘Dear Daughters’, March 8 2017.  
 
The photography is accompanied by a twenty-eight-minute video that has been published on 
YouTube and is largely made up of informal interviews between young girls and their fathers 
asking each other questions such as “What is a feminist?”, “‘Boys will be boys’ – what does 
this phrase suggest?” and “Ask your dad – what rights have women obtained in the last 
century?” The video component of the project points to the value of encouraging men to reflect 
on how gender-based forms of discrimination have impacted upon girls and women throughout 
history. It also calls attention to how men must teach their sons and daughters about the 
obstacles that girls and women have overcome in the past, and how feminist movements of 
resistance have paved way for the forms of freedoms enjoyed by girls and women today. In 
this respect, ‘Dear Daughters’ epitomises how the father-adolescent daughter relationship is 
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currently being reconceptualised on digital media platforms as a pedagogical mechanism 
through which girls can develop an understanding of feminism and forge a feminist identity.  
 
By consciously shifting focus away from the father’s role in preserving the girl’s sexual 
innocence and framing her identity as an object of male desire above all else, ‘Dear Daughters’ 
perfectly exemplifies how a multifarious network of feminist activists and artists are working 
to reconfigure and recognise the father-adolescent daughter relationship as a potential and 
important feminist tool for interrogating patriarchal-familial power structures and addressing 
misogyny. The materialisation of online feminist activist critiques of dominant cultural 
narratives on the father-adolescent daughter relationship are occurring in a broader cultural 
context of traditionalism and misogyny that continues to constrain the agency and bodily 
autonomy of adolescent girls. As examined here, online feminist dialogues on the father-
adolescent daughter relationship are taking place in tandem with the dominant postfeminist 
ways of imagining feminine adolescence, and especially fatherhood. 
 
This recent photographic project essentially represents the views and attitudes held by a 
subsection of conspicuously liberal men from a socio-geographic region renowned for its 
progressive politics. However, the notably forward-thinking views and attitudes on the father-
adolescent daughter relationship that are exemplified within this popular cultural example, and 
which are currently gaining traction in the digital realm, currently exist alongside equally 
prevalent cultural discourses on the father-adolescent daughter relationship which stipulate that 
girls’ bodies and sexualities must be regulated and controlled by their fathers. These more 
conservative viewpoints on this intra-familial bond are simultaneously being broadcast online 
through the rise of conservative Christian production and distribution companies such as Pure 
Flix. Due to its recent creation and dissemination of radically anti-abortion films such as the 
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highly controversial film Unplanned (2019), which “includes a number of touches that seem 
designed to paint the anti-abortion movement as pro-woman” (North 2019) and thus apparently 
propagates “a new kind of feminism” (Johnson 2019) claiming that “abortion exploits women” 
(Johnson 2019), Pure Flix is clearly ripe for feminist critical analysis. 
 
On the other hand, web films produced via subscription ‘video-on-demand’ services such as 
Hulu’s Pure (2019) highlight the role of online streaming sites in the recent development of 
popular feminist criticisms of the oppressive nature of the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship in conservative evangelical cultures and communities. By enabling the 
diversification of media content creators, online streaming services such as Netflix, Stan and 
Amazon Prime have provided opportunities for historically marginalised and silenced artists 
and creators – especially women –  to share their stories and perspectives with the world. The 
diverse original content on these sites reveals how online streaming services have enabled a 
wealth of female talent (directors, producers, actors, cinematographers and actors) to penetrate 
an industry which has previously made little space for them. In tandem with hashtag 
movements such as #LGBTFansDeserveBetter and #OscarsSoWhite, media-service providers 
like Netflix have been at the forefront of an intersectional feminist push for LGBTQI 
inclusivity and racial diversity in the creative industries. Therefore, agreeing with Claire 
Molloy and Yannis Tzioumakis (2016, p. 6), I acknowledge the pivotal role of new 
technologies in “opening up the playing field” in relation to the production of media content. 
Specifically, the democratisation of media via these platforms, and thus the Internet’s role in 
the cultivation of “new modes of feminist cultural critique and models of political agency for 
practicing feminism” (Rentschler and Thrift 2015, p. 1), should be a focal point for 
understanding how media constructions of the father-adolescent daughter relationship are now 
materialising. Moreover, as the web continues to be a place where “robust feminist dialogue” 
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(Keller & Ryan 2018, p. 12) takes place, how a convergent media landscape can prompt new 
cultural understandings of this kinship bond necessitates continuing scholarly consideration of 
how this familial relationship is constructed in the digital realm.  
 
Pure (2019), which is part of a web series called Into The Dark, directed by Hannah 
Macpherson, is an example of how, owing to the Internet’s role in creating accessibility for 
women creators in the film and television industry, patriarchal rituals and conservative 
evangelical idealisations of the father-adolescent daughter relationship have recently become 
the subject of commentary for young women filmmakers. Importantly, these women creators 
use their platform to offer counter-hegemonic ideas about gender and sexuality, address 
patriarchal power abuses and decentre the worldview of heterosexual, white men [see also 
Blockers (2018), directed by Kay Cannon]. Although Pure concentrates on a religious 
microcosm of female subordination associated with the contemporary purity movement, as 
critics of the film have pointed out, it is quite clearly allegorical for broader gender-based forms 
of oppression faced by girls today, in what remains a patriarchal society. This is neatly 
encapsulated in a line offered by one of its characters: “Boys our age want to bone and our 
dads want us to stay virgins. Does it matter what I want?” (Pure 2019) Therefore, media content 
in which the father-adolescent daughter relationship is represented in ways that radically 
challenge patriarchal and heteronormative ideals is contingent on the growth of the visibility 
and influence of girl and women, queer and non-white media producers in the creative 
industries. 
 
This is not to say, however, that the development of online streaming platforms and, 
correspondingly, the decentralisation of media control and production “should be taken to 
imply that a new utopian era of media democratisation is at hand” (Molloy and Tzioumakis 
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2016, p. 6). As Ewa Mazierska (2016) has stated, a recent ‘digital shift’ also simultaneously 
serves to fortify the hegemonic position of high-budget and presumably high-rating films in 
the world market. For this reason, it must not be assumed that media democratisation that has 
facilitated the creation of video and journalistic production by the ‘everyman’ has dislocated 
the fundamental role of Hollywood blockbusters in the development of cultural discourses on 
gender, race, class and sexuality. Indeed, we must not cease to interrogate how the father-
adolescent daughter relationship, and especially constructions of fatherhood in postfeminist 
media culture, continue to extol white, heterosexual, hypermasculine protectorate modes of 
paternity, as I have discussed in relation to Black Lightning. This can be seen in the 2019 
apocalyptic sci-fi drama The Light of My Life (dir. by Casey Affleck), which tells the story of 
a father (also played by Affleck) who must protect his adolescent daughter after a pandemic 
has wiped out the female population. The Light of My Life exemplifies how although films 
currently emanating out of Hollywood invoke feminist themes, they often simultaneously 
depend on postfeminist logics of protective paternalism and filial imperilment, which I have 
claimed characterise post-9/11 action films like War of the Worlds (2005) (Hamad 2014). 
Discourses of protection, as the ongoing currency of hyperprotective models of fatherhood 
indicates, remain central to popular articulations and broader cultural understandings of the 
father-adolescent daughter relationship. 
 
Despite the ongoing cultural traction of hypermasculine paternal protectors and imperilled 
adolescent daughters, a cluster of recently produced independent films attest to the 
materialisation of media constructions of the father-adolescent daughter relationship that 
counter dominant ways of representing this familial tie in postfeminism, albeit at once 
completely marginalising motherhood. Therefore, as they focus paternity at the cost of 
motherhood (Åström 2017; Hamad 2014), only some aspects of these films represent a 
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subversion of postfeminism’s centring of fatherhood. Nonetheless, these cinematic 
constructions of the father-adolescent daughter relationship represent a destabilisation of 
postfeminist discourse primarily in that they do not manifest, in ways that father-adolescent 
daughter focused cinematic texts did in at the cusp of the last century, as a culture-wide 
investment in neoliberalism’s “promise to resolve the ‘problems’ of social division, fragility 
and ambivalence” (Hunter 2015, p. 9, original emphasis). Rather, these film texts embody a 
wider cultural discontentment with the shortcoming of neoliberalism, specifically in terms of 
its socio-economic outcomes and impacts upon democracy. These texts aim to counter 
dominant imaginings of the family, identified by Catherine McDermott (2017) as the 
development and circulation of mutually constitutive fictional and lived genres of impasse 
which express the difficulties of detaching from the promises of agency, prosperity and 
individual power associated with the rise of neoliberal postfeminist discourse. I therefore 
encourage future critical analyses of media imaginings of the father-adolescent daughter 
relationship which contemplate the ways that popular culture now complicatedly engages with 
neoliberal and postfeminist discourses. We need to acknowledge how media texts currently 
interrogate and destabilise hegemonic ideas about the father-adolescent relationship that have 
sustained our attachment to neoliberalism’s promises, and which are instead refiguring this 
familial dyad as way of working through the ‘blockages’ to social equality that neoliberalism, 
as an economic rationality, has created. 
 
For example, in recent father-daughter-focused films Leave No Trace (2018) and Hearts Beat 
Loud (2018), which were both granted cinematic release, and the Netflix production, First 
Match (2018), the emotional reliance of men on their teenage daughters, and specifically their 
treatment of them as either a solution to overcoming of financial hardship or a source of 
psychological support and security, is explored. These films comparably depict the daughter’s 
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courageous decision to crush her anguished, failing father’s futile aspiration to prosperity and 
upwards social mobility. Consequently, the father figure is imagined in these texts as incapable 
of successfully embodying neoliberalism’s “core values of rugged masculinity and 
individualism” (Sartain 2013, p. 123).  The daughter figure is conversely revealed to possess 
the strength to remove herself from a potentially harmful connection with the father. In this 
sense, she is depicted disrupting the desperately failing father’s aspirations for financial 
security and freedom by making the difficult decision to sever an unhealthy relationship with 
him, thus confirming the unattainability the capitalist ‘good life fantasy’ (Berlant 2011). 
Therefore, more than merely enabling the father, as a hopeful servant of neoliberalism, to 
confront the futility of his hope in neoliberalism’s ‘false promises’, the daughter also gestures 
to the possibility of resistance and reparation.  
 
Significantly, these texts acutely examine the urgency of developing political movements that 
seek to navigate a way beyond neoliberalism’s reductive individualism that, as Jens Beckert 
(2019, p. 9; Durkheim 1897) remarks, “mirrors a blockage of social development.” Here the 
fictionalised father figure now allows us to work through the question of (and fears about) 
whether ‘a way out’ of neoliberal capitalism is possible, and the daughter subject personifies 
what Julie A. Wilson (2018, p. 178) – echoing cultural critic Lauren Berlant (2011) – has 
remarked as our desire for “a more radically democratic future and a world beyond the cruel 
optimism of living in competition.” While the father figure is no longer conceptualised in these 
cinematic texts as an enabler of his adolescent daughter’s success, and is not a facilitator of 
‘can-do’ girlhood (Harris 2004), the girl also no longer symbolises the ostensibly liberating 
possibilities of self-invention, entrepreneurship and self-work. Rather, she is refigured in them 
as an emblem of collective power and social disruption, impelling us to rebuilding personhood 
beyond the structures and limitations of neoliberal individualism. 
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The father-adolescent daughter relationship, as it is constructed in popular culture, is an 
inherently political cultural formation; it has been represented in highly ambivalent ways in 
relation to its feminist politics, especially in a cultural context labelled as postfeminist. The 
mediated father-adolescent daughter relationship, as I have claimed, has served as an integral 
site upon which hegemonic identities and dominant cultural discourses are at once reaffirmed 
and contested. The popular cultural father-adolescent daughter relationship vividly enacts 
cultural contestations over power relations, especially the hierarchies within and the boundaries 
between categories of gender, race and class. It has therefore played out what is at the core of 
postfeminist discourse – contradiction, ambiguity and a complicated enmeshing of feminist 
and anti-feminist ideas (McRobbie 2004; Gill 2007; Tasker & Negra 2007). As I have argued, 
the father-adolescent daughter relationship – as it is represented in US media culture – has 
served as a way of working through feminist concerns, and has most obviously taken on this 
role at the height of postfeminism’s cultural dominance.  
 
In this textual analysis, I contended that this has occurred precisely because media 
configurations of the father-adolescent daughter relationship have tended to play out the 
dialectic tensions between masculine authority (as symbolised by the father) and the girl who 
has traditionally represented marginality but in postfeminist media culture embodies forms of 
feminine resistance predicated on the radical refusal to accept patriarchal laws and 
familial/social structures. I have also established how media texts focused on the father-
adolescent daughter relationship often directly address the restrictions and adult anxieties 
currently imposed on girls, and point out the grave consequences of these limitations and fears 
for them. As examined in Chapter Two, politicians and policy-makers who rationalise their 
refusal to acknowledge girls as capable decision-makers through paternalistic logics have been 
criticised by feminist journalists. These writers have used their voices to problematise anti-
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feminist and ambiguously feminist dialogues which have been operationalised by powerful 
men seeking to diminish girls’ power over their own bodies and lives.  
 
The father-adolescent daughter relationship is currently operating, most notably in the digital 
realm, as an apparatus for encouraging and spreading feminist values. Consequently, by 
challenging and undercutting structures of white masculine authority, some recent media 
representations of and dialogues on the father-adolescent daughter relationship are now 
engaging in progressive anti-patriarchal activist politics which, more so than postfeminist 
politics, weakens the systems of power that this kinship dyad has traditionally sustained. Whilst 
I have acknowledged the newfound visibility of feminist media discourses that situate this 
familial bond as a means of feminist resistance, it remains imperative that we do not disregard 
or play down, in feminist critiques of popular culture, the perseverance of media 
conceptualisations of and discourses on the father-adolescent daughter relationship that are 
ambivalently feminist, or otherwise outright misogynistic. It is essential that feminist scholars 
continue to recognise, account for and consider the consequences of the ongoing cultural 
purchase and hegemony of postfeminism in mediations of femininity, masculinity and the 
family in critical discussions about the possibilities and limitations of popular feminism.  
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